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Move over, mullet! You are no longer the 
undisputed king of stylish tail technology! 
Mullet, it's time to pass the torch to the 
all-new Fit Sport with sleek body design 
and aerodynamic rear roofline spoiler! 


Super style meets super substance! Fit is 
loaded with enjoyable driving technology! 
Steering wheel-mounted paddle shifters"! 
6-speaker audio with iPod* integration’! Blue 
illuminated gauges! Mullet loses again! 


Fit is all business when it comes to safety! 
Standard front, side and side curtain 
airbags are your driving companions! 
Standard anti-lock brakes accompany 
you everywhere! Mullet has no answer! 


) Ti = 
New from Honda \gnition time! Thrust onto the rolling blacktop! Feel the quiet roar of the vigorous 1.5-liter VTEC? (LH) 


engine! Swift, stylish mover with satisfying efficiency! 38 mpg” on the freeway...Super Pump Beater! Cargo time? 
The roomy 5-door, 5-passenger Fit with 60/40 split 2nd-row Magic Seat® brings the versatility! Hatchback attack! 


fit.honda.com 


*Fit Sport with SAT only. tAvailable accessory. Apple and iPod are registered trademarks of Apple Computer Inc. **Fit with MT. Based on 2007 EPA mileage estimates. Use for comparison purposes only. Actual 
mileage may vary. 1-800-33-Honda ©2006 American Honda Motor Co., Inc. 


14 Ultimate 
mock draft 


Our experts weigh in with 
their first-round forecasts 
and—after the Reggie rubber 
stamp at No. 1—don't find 
much to agree on. 


18 Toil and trouble 


Kurt Busch has proved it time and time again: It ain’t over 
when the skinny guy gets singed. By Matt Crossman 


22 Crossing the line 


Johnny Damon is plenty loose as he contemplates his first 
trip to Fenway since joining the enemy. By Stan McNeal 


COVER: PHOTO ILLUSTRATION BY JACK KRUYNE / TSN; 
JOHNNY DAMON / RED SOX BY ROBBIE ROGERS / MLB PHOTOS / GETTY IMAGES; 
JOHNNY DAMON / YANKEES BY TONY FIRRIOLO / MLB PHOTOS / GETTY IMAGES 


Send your editorial comments or complaints 
to Senior VP/Editorial Director John Rawlings 
at jrawlings @ sportingnews.com. 


MARK DUNCAN / AP 


24 The man who would be king 


LeBron James may be in new territory—his first NBA postseason—but the results 
are the same: He's still dominating. By Sean Deveney 


: KNOW IT ALL 27 INSIDER 


To Know List Some NBA draft entrants 28 


must erase their last(ing) impressions. 37 Hi NASCAR 
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8 My Turn Sean Deveney praises Shaq’s | 
golden touch on the silver screen. 50 Mi NBA 
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trip—it'll do you some good. Still the greatest—and getting better. 
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These guys are really good ... right? 


With the NBA's early-entry deadline arriving Saturday, the time will come soon for those who have declared they're heading 
for the draft to begin working to erase the last(ing) impressions they presented to scouts. Florida’s Joakim Noah, the most 
outstanding player in the 2006 NCAA Tournament, thus far is committed to remaining at Florida. 
That means most of the leading candidates to be the No. 1 overall pick were underwhelming in 
their most recent public appearances. —Mike DeCourcy 


PF, LSU 
Last seen: On the bench for the Last a5 ae 
final 11:39 of a Final Four loss to : seen: eee ae 

UCLA, after scoring only five points. view at crunch time in a region 


: f final loss to George Mason. 
Road to redemption: Will test off A £ 
the charts in athletic drills. Road to redemption: Reminding 


NBA types the most recent 
underachieving Huskies forward 
to enter as a sophomore, 
Charlie Villanueva, averaged 
13.0 points as a rookie. 


SF, Connecticut 
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SF, Gonzaga 

Last seen: Crying on the floor with a 

couple seconds left after the Zags blew a ay y C, Texas 

huge lead against UCLA. % ! Last seen: Being bullied into a 2-of-14 

Road to redemption: Emphasizing that his Paes, , shooting performance by Glen “Big Baby” 

tears demonstrated his intense competitive ‘ \ Davis in a region final. 


Road to redemption: Will measure taller 
than his listed 6-10 and thrill scouts when 
they put a number to his reach. 


spirit—and crushing all comers in 2-on-2 games. 


JAY DROWNS / TSN 


Source; Outgoing NFL commish Tagliabue to do ‘podium dance’ after announcing final first-round pick >> It's settled: Leinart, Young both terrible >> | 
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Look, listen and burn 


Pity those fools who think they're watching the 
country’s biggest rivalry on American Idol. Every 
sports fan knows the real rivalry captivating the 

nation’s attention in May will be Yankees-Red Sox. 
Get ready with the brand-new DVD Red Sox vs. 


The disc uses exclusive 
interviews and video 
footage to recap 
the recent history 
between the 
teams and 
provides a 
selection of the rivalry's 
all-time classic moments. You've got to 
pick a side, though: You can choose 
audio narration by either Joe Torre or 
Terry Francona. —Tricia Garner 
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Shakin’ their 
groove thing 


If your idea of quality 
entertainment is Hawaii Five-O 
reruns and vintage Bee Gees tracks, 
you'll love the Heat's retro site. Relive 
the best songs, movies and TV shows 
of the early "70s and check out the 
bios for the 1971-72 “Floridians’"— 
today’s Heat as if they played 35 
years ago. Michael Doleac’s rocking 
a frizzy blond wig, Shaq's wearing 
thick sideburns, and every player has 
an appropriately pimp-tastic 
nickname (Shaq's alter ego: Lucious 
“Psychadelic” Shackleford). Turn 


back the clock at 
nba.convheat/multimedia/ 
heat floridians i TG. 


yromises L.A. franchise if Clippers or Lakers make NBA Finals 


Yankees: The Ultimate Rivalry 
($19.98, in stores May 2). = 


ranks Johnny Damon 1 to Satan’s 1A 
on your not-so-nice list? Then Mudge 
Studios, via Cafepress.com, has just 
the T-shirt for you! Wear it in peace, 
brothers and sisters. 


MUDGE STUDIOS 


Looked Likedeous 
Like 


) Tntueme 2 
Johnny J} GONE! 


Are you one of those 
tenderhearted folks who 


TERRY GILLIAM / AP 


‘lowa linebacker Abdul Hodge will 
lead an NFL team in tackles for the 
next 10 years,’ wa Insider Dan Pompei (page 42) 


Watch them 10 cel IL in the daytime 


If you watch NASCAR 
for the crashes—and you 
know you do, sicko—tune in to the 
Aaron’s 499 (1:30 p.m. ET, FOX) Sunday 
at Talladega Superspeedway. 

At Talladega, the cars have restrictor 
plates that diminish horsepower and 
prevent leaders from breaking away 
from the field. The cars spend hours in 
big packs, where the slightest wobble 
can result in a massive pileup. Drivers 
often bump-draft, a technique by 
which one driver knocks another forward 
to complete a pass. It’s as dangerous as it 
sounds. 

Bump-drafting got so bad at the last 
restrictor-plate race, the Daytona 500, that 
NASCAR now requires teams to use softer 
front bumpers. That way, when a driver 
hits somebody, he is much more likely to 
screw up his own car. 

Drivers will behave themselves early on, 
but when the race nears its end, they will go 
right back to bump-drafting. And NASCAR 
will have to come up with something else 
before the next plate race, the Pepsi 400 at 
Daytona in July. NERF bumpers would be 
easy to install. —Vatt Crossman 


Jordan ‘leaving the door open’ for comeback if Bulls advance 


Take that, peanuts 
and Cracker Jack 


Some may still see NASCAR as 40 hayseeds 
driving in a circle, but the racing circuit has 
embraced technology better than any other pro 
league. Such are the spoils of a partnership with Nextel. 

The wireless company’s FanView is a new toy NASCAR 
fans can rent at the track ($50 daily, $70 for the weekend, 
with a refundable $500 deposit). Listen to any driver's radio 
transmissions, see up-to-the-second stats, watch seven 
different in-car cameras, or check out the TV broadcast. About 
the only thing it won't do is order your beer. —Seth Elkin 


Bonds no Babe, Boca Raton old-timer declares 
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i GOTTA SEE All times Eastern 


SAT 


The NFL draft can drone on, but 
make sure you stick around long 


enough to see 
flex his journalistic muscles 
by asking Tags one last time, 


“Commissioner, this really is a 


great league, isn’t it?” 


Seriously, you need 

a break from the 
draft, so think about 
getting some fresh 
air. Then, flip to the 
Aaron’s 499 

(1:30 p.m., FOX). 

Jeff Gordon is the 
two-time defending 
champ of the spring 
race at Talladega, 

and he kicked some 
serious bumper 

there last year. 

@ It’s Game 4 of the “ 
or as the league office insists on calling it, Cavs vs. 
Wizards (7:30 p.m., INT). 


TONY DEJAK / AP 


In the May 12 issue 
Select company. At least five players are 


worthy of the No. 1 draft pick this year—it doesn’t have 


to be Reggie Bush, you know—but the Texans can 


select only one. Houston's choice will impact not only 


its franchise but the rest of the teams in the draft. 


Score-o-Rama” 


We'll explore one of the most controversial No. 1 picks 
in years. We'll also go inside the Browns’ draft as they 
try to reverse the trend in which they record more April 
whiffs than the Indians. Intrepid NFL columnist Dan 
Pompei will grade each team’s draft, and our team 
correspondents will give the skinny on every pick. In a 
nutshell, the draft ain’t gonna be over until we say it is. 
Wi The Indians are a team without stars, right? Well, 
Travis Hafner is putting a stop to that. 

@ It’s the NBA playoffs! (And they'll be here a Jong 
time.) 
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MON 


The Yankees and Red Sox (7:05 p.m., 
ESPN) play the first of 19 games against 
each other. This showdown is so big it 
might even overshadow the Phillies-Marlins 
matchup over in the N.L. 


TUE 


The acclaimed Costas Now (10 p.m., 
HBO) kicks off its sixth season with 
an hourlong show devoted to 
baseball's raging home run 
debate, which presumably is this: 
“Who the hell is Chris Shelton?” 


. The key to making 
that perfect mint 
PY ee RA julep for your party 
TIMOTHY D.EASLEY /AP this weekend? First, 
you gotta make a practice batch for the airing of the 
Kentucky Post Position Draw (5 p.m., ESPN). 


THU 


TNT continues its NBA playoff coverage with Suns-Lakers, 
Clips-Nuggets, Heat-Bulls or Nets-Pacers (games and times 
TBD). Well, unless none of the series reaches Game 6, which 
would change the network's slogan to a less catchy “We know 
no drama.” —Kyle Veltrop 


£ 
i 


. \* When it comes to the draft, Bush 
is an instant-impact player. 


JENNIFER GRAYLOCK / AP 


ROBERT SEALE / TSN 
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STARTING 


event. You know it 
will be full of busts, 
dumb picks and 
inexplicable moves. 
But enough about 
the Lions. 


playoffs. 
Wait. They're playing 
hockey this year? 


Role 

models. 

The always 
interesting Gilbert 
Arenas considers 
himself the Dave 
Chappelle of the 
NBA. Which is better 
than LSU's Glen 
“Big Baby” Davis, 
who considers 
himself the Louie 
Anderson of college 
basketball. 


The Big One. 

NASCAR fans 

nickname the 
big wrecks at 
Talladega before 
they happen. Cubs 
fans certainly can 
relate to that. They 
call it June. 


Consumer 
Reports studied golf 
balls, and two Nike 
editions came out 
on top. They were 
noted for their 
accuracy, touch and 
distance, which 
would put them first 
on the Packers’ QB 
depth chart. 

—Matt Crossman 


“h 
fiape 


s 


\ 


ee 


epez fiaiaisi 


1F 


DRAMA 


PASSION 


ADRENALINE 


ENERGY 


FEEL &T 
a cae 


RaceDay. 


Before the race starts the drama begins behind the 
scenes and off the track. With late-breaking news, 
analysis and commentary, NASCAR RaceDay is the 
ultimate NASCAR pre-race show. 


RACE DAY SUNDAYS TI 
SATURDAY CUP RACES OM ~ Obbhe 


"NASCAR RaceDay airs at 11am et for all Sunday races and 90 minutes prior to all Saturday race start times. 


TO KEEP SPEED CALL 1-888-22-SPEED TODAY. Check out SPEEDtv.com for programming news and highlights, plus the SPEED store - hooks, swag, outerwear, dvds and mare. Schedule subject to change. 


Y 
THE HOME DEPOT 
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Sean Deveney 
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111 percent 


Inside this actor's studio 


You'll find a man of steel, an 
ancient genie and the most 
entertaining player in sports 


he film opens with Shaquille O’Neal 

chained in a dirty bathroom, whacking 

his head on a metal pipe (pause for 

laughs), calling out, “Help! Help!” 

Hearing a voice, Shaq wonders, 
“Kobe?” (Pause for laughs.) No—Dr. Phil, also 
in chains. Nerve gas seeps into the room, and 
their escape hinges on O'Neal's ability to 
throw a rock (free throw distance) into a 
hoop. He misses twice. “Shut out the ‘no’ 
voice,” Dr. Phil says. (Pause for laughs.) Shaq 
finally makes the shot. 

Minutes later, my popcorn runs out, Charlie 
Sheen overdoses on Viagra and my eyelids 
become leaden ... slowly, Scary Movie 4 fades 
... thoughts of Shaquille O'Neal, thespian ... 
and... 

... O'Neal, seated next to a desk onstage, 
smiling at bearded, index card-wielding host 
James Lipton. 

Lipton: It’s been said the most difficult role is 
oneself. What did Shaquille O'Neal learn about 
Shaquille O'Neal while playing Shaquille 
O'Neal in Scary Movie 4? 

Shaq: That I can make free throws when they 
count. Take that, Phil Jackson. 

Once awake, it strikes me that O’Neal still 
gets roles—seen any good Icy Hot ads lately? 
But Shaq’s best—er, most notable—work has 
been on the big screen. Inspired by Scary 
Movie 4, | decide to delve into O'Neal’s body 
of work with the First Annual Shaq Film Fest, 
starting, of course, with the defining moment 
of Shaq-ting: Kazaam. 

Lipton: Every now and then a film comes 
along that changes the way we think about 
5,000-year-old genies who live in boomboxes 
and grant wishes to suburban children. Kazaam 
was that movie. What did you take from that 
project? 

Shaq: I took a vow never to agree to another 
movie until I read the script. 

Lipton: Wonderful! May we speak to 
Kazaam? 

Shaq: Yes. But he will rap. 

Lipton: Never mind. 

Blue Chips is the best of Shaq’s oeuvre and 
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What’s scarier than Shaq 
in one movie? Shaq in a 
whole bunch of movies. 


features the finest line of 

his career: He tells Mary 

McDonnell, his tutor, “You 

think you are a liberal, but you’re nothing but 
a racist.” Ouch! But, of course, lam sleepy 
again ... 

Lipton: In the 1994 tour de force, Blue Chips, 
you worked with the master of versatility—Mr. 
Nick Nolte. He stretched his persona to play 
boozy, hard-luck coach Pete Bell. What was it 
like to bask in the light of his multifaceted 
talent? 

Shaq: Well, he’s the only guy ever to get me 
and Penny Hardaway to play together. 

In Steel, Shaq was a metal-clad superhero 
with a hammer for an arm (telling several 
villains, predictably, “It’s hammer time!” just 
before clobbering them). I’ve seen Steel. It 
may cheat the film fest spirit, but I can’t bear 
to see it again. Instead, | flip through some old 
reviews. 

Lipton: About Steel, the St. Petersburg Times 
wondered: “Where do you begin to ridicule 
Steel?” Where, Shaquille, would you begin to 
ridicule Steel? 

Shaq: #5%&*! 

Lipton: Delightful! 


Some argue Shaq 
spent too much of 
his basketball career 
pursuing interests 
outside basketball 
and did not take full 
advantage of his 
talent. Perhaps he 
should have focused 
on sit-ups and free 
throws. Because 
reviews of O’Neal’s 
movies generally 
have ranged from 
thumbs down to 
upchuck, a 
wisenheimer Buffalo 
News reviewer once 
wrote, “When will he 

tire of making a 
spectacle of 
himself?” 
If only the 
answer were 
never. O'Neal is 34 
and embarking on 
another playoff run, 
but soon, he'll retire. 
I'm already feeling a 
pang of regret. Shaq 
made terrible movies, but they represent his 
character: He is a star athlete unafraid of 
embarrassment. That quality is nearly 
nonexistent in the modern NBA. Or in most 
any sport. 

Can you imagine, say, LeBron James 
playing a metal-clad action hero? The guy 
won't even enter the slam dunk contest. Allen 
Iverson as a genie? What, and damage his 
street cred? 

O'Neal doesn’t understand acting, but he 
understands entertainment. When he leaves, 
that aspect of pro sports goes with him. Enjoy 
him while you can. 

Lipton: And now we come to the 
questionnaire developed by the great Bernard 
Pivot. What are your favorite words? 

Shaq: Contract extension. 

Lipton: What are your least favorite words? 

Shaq: Green and leafy. 

Lipton: Marvelous! 

Marvelous, indeed. 


U.S.ARMY | 
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the real Vince Carter (TSN, April 28)? 


fi Do Jersey fans really think they've seen 


Once the pressure starts to pick up in the 


playoffs, he'll fold like a paper doll. 


—oilerswillalwaysrule via SportingNews.com 


B |'m tired of hearing people 
complain about the Mavericks’ 
being the No. 4 playoff seed 
when they have a better record 
than two teams seeded above 
them. It’s no different in the NBA 
than in any other league. If you 
want a higher seed, win your 
division! —David Wilson, Findlay, 
Ohio 


B® Rudy Gay is this year’s Marvin 
Williams: unlimited potential 
that will go nowhere. | wouldn't 
waste a lottery pick on him. 
—LonghornPride98 via 
SportingNews.com 


BB This whole Barry Bonds affair 
has gotten way out of control. 
Victor Conte, founder of BALCO, 
was just released from prison 


POLLING PLACE 


after serving the 
harshest sentence 
given: four months. If 
Bonds is convicted of 
perjury (TSN, April 
28), how could his 
sentence be any 
longer than the 
person's who was the 
actual target of the 
scandal? —Don 
Miller, El Cerrito, Calif. 


B® The strongest steel 
is forged in the 
hottest furnace. 
Tamba Hali (TSN, 
April 21) proves that old adage 
has some truth to it. Here’s a guy 
who would be an automatic asset 
to the NFL. He is the kind of 
person who will actually 


If only one of these guys will become 
an NFL superstar, I’m betting on... 


GPM Rezzie Bush 


Matt Leinart 
poppppnos 9% 


SportingNews.com users 
Sporting News staff 


Put Carter under a little heat and he’ll 
curl up and wilt like a piece of paper. 


appreciate the position he is 
granted and use it for a greater 
good. | look forward 

to rooting for this guy. 
—SpokaneOakfan via 
SportingNews.com 


@ You call him Big Baby (TSN, 
April 28). | call him the second 
coming of Tractor Traylor. 
—ballhog07 via SportingNews.com 


@ With all the talk about LeBron 
James’ being the next Michael 
Jordan (TSN, April 21), Dwight 
Howard gets lost in the shuffle. 
Does anyone realize he’s the next 
Kevin Garnett? —Sam Neumann, 
Ames, lowa 


BOB LEVERONE / TSN 
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RE: SLOW OUT OF THE GATE 
Posted by fragnoli 

What we learned this week in 
the American League West is that 
this division i ‘is startingtoshape 
up like its National League 
counterpart froma year ago— 
none of the teams will have a 
winning record. However, nobody 
in a sober state of mind believes 
either the Angels or the As. will, 
keep playing at that level. The A's 
will start to rise from | the ashes 
shortly.1 They just need their , 
ieting to step up and they'll t be 


RE: HELL AIN'T FROZEN YET 


Posted by Grinder75 


Are you Kidding | me? The 
Devils win the division? Who says 
the hockey gods don't have a 
sense of humor? What a 
comeback! Lou Lamoriello, | 
never doubted you fora minute 
(Please don’t read my earlier 
posts!) Beware of the hottest 
team in the NHL! 


RE: GOLDEN YEARS 
Posted by str8change 

I'm comparing what it was like 
growing up in northeast ' Ohio, with 
its near century of: ‘sports history, 
to now living in Tampa—with its 
history of near century-old ‘sports 
fans. There’ $ just something 
different about having a 
conversation with a fan here who's 
comparing Barry | Bonds to Babe 
Ruth. Quite a few of them 
probably saw them both play. Just 
don’t bother asking them if they 
know their: addresses. Blank stare. 


RADIOXSTAR 


Real talk from a fan on Sporting News Radio 


‘Bonds, Bonds, Bonds. | am so sick of 
hearing, reading and talking about this guy. 
He is off to a horrible start, and all we do is 
talk about him. There are some great 
early-season story lines. Chris Shelton. 
Albert Pujols. The Yankees’ struggling. Now 
that the season has started, could we 
please talk about the game on the field?’ 
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—Andy in Alabama on the Arnie Spanier Show 


BUSH, HAWK, YOUNG BY JAY DROWNS / TSN; LEINART AND WILLIAMS BY BOB LEVERONE / TSN 
10 . SPORTING NEWS . 5/5/06 


(NOW IT ALL KNOW IT ALL 


IIT ALL KNOW ITA 


with moe Rose 


Sevendust drummer, Yankees fanatic 


TSN: All right, so would you 
rather have the No. 1 rock song or 
be a big-league All-Star? 

ROSE: | can go further than 
that; I’ve said if the Yankees could 
win the World Series for the next 
10 years, | would cut off a digit. 
And then I'd probably go to the 
next finger to get the next 10. 

TSN: | hear you've got a pretty 
big sports memorabilia collection. 
whats Jill most recent addition? 

E: A bunch of Yankees 
Ales Johnny Damon is one of my 
best friends, and he’s given me a 
bunch of his stuff. Kerry Wood 
probably is my best friend, and 
he’s given me some stuff, too. 

TSN: How did you meet Kerry 
Wood? 

ROSE: | met him through either 
Mark Grace or Mark Guthrie. Kerry 
sent me the shoes he wore when 
the Cubs played the Yankees in 
Wrigley and Roger Clemens was 
going for his 300th win. Kerry 
outdueled Clemens, and he wrote 


= fate 


Rose with best pal Wood—wai 
a minute, he’s not a Yankee! 


a message—oh, I'd better not 
repeat it—on the shoes. 

TSN: What about Damon? 
=: Through Mark Guthrie. 
Johnny sent me a bat that said, 
“Can't wait 'til you come and party 
with us.” We just hit it off. | was a 
groomsman at his wedding. A 
bunch of Red Sox guys were there. 
Mark Bellhorn, Mike Timlin, Doug 
Mientkiewicz ... 

TSN: Did Mientkiewicz have The 
Ball with him? 

ROSE: Nope, he didn't. | would 
have grabbed that ball and tried to 
shred it. —Shawn Reid 


ROSE 


STEVE GREEN 
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YO, PAL—IT’S THE LITTLE ROUND THING RIGHT IN FRONT OF YOUR FACE 


The Brewers’ Brady Clark scores as Astros catcher Brad Ausmus falls 
victim to the old ‘Look, there’s a naked lady in Row 11!’ trick. 
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Wrangler 

FIVE STAR 

Premium Cualily 
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presents 


all sports fans 
must do before they die 


Take a baseball 
buddy trip 


We don't know your time, budget and location, but let these examples motivate you to unfold 
an MLB schedule, crack open a road atlas, put on a pot of coffee and get to work By Rich O'Malley 


he Baggie in the 
outfield of the 
Metrodome is the 
dustiest thing you've 
ever seen. 

Never drive to a game at 
Wrigley Field—take the El. 

“The Maniac,” who can be 
found in the stands at 
Brewers’ games, is a joy to 
observe ... for a few innings. 

There’s probably 
something cool you could 
tell me about your home 
ballpark, and that’s great— 
it’s why we call ourselves 
fans. I take pride in the fact 
that I can tell you something 
about your ballpark, too. | 
have seen a game at every 
Major League Baseball 
stadium in America (save 
the brand-new Busch 
Stadium in St. Louis). It all 
started with an innocent trip 
to the Midwest with four 
college friends 10 years ago. 
Since then, I've seen 
thousands of miles, dozens 
of Yankee franks, one clam 
chowder in a bread bowl and 
a few too many Old Styles. 

It’s not the scores | 
remember best from these 
trips. It’s locking the keys in 
a running car in Cincinnati. 
It’s catching batting practice 
homers in grand old Tiger 
Stadium. 

It’s the traveling with 
good friends that makes a 
baseball buddy trip a 
must-do for any fan. 


(All times local) 
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Wrangler Real. Comfortable. Jeans. 


Lake Erie round-tripper 


Cost estimate: 
$500 per buddy on a 
strict budget 


If you live in the Midwest 
and don’t have many 
vacation days to play with, a 
trip such as this is the way to 


go. The bonuses are that it 
wraps around a weekend, 
includes interleague intrigue 
and ends in what | consider 
to be the best “new” park in 
the majors, PNC. Free 
advice: Never let your trip 
end in a dump. 


The classic: 
Yankee Stadium 


AY 


Cost estimate: $650 per 
buddy on a strict budget 


The beauty of the East Coast 
jaunt is its simplicity. You are 
never more than a four-hour 
drive from your next game. 


Saturday, 6/24 


BLUE JAYS vs. Mets, 
Daya 4 p.m., Rogers Centre 


Friday, 6/23 
TIGERS vs. Cardinals, 
7 p.m., Comerica 
Park 
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Sunday, 6/25 The pick of the new: Pittsburgh’s PNC. 


INDIANS vs. Reds, 


1 p.m., Jacobs Field Tuesday, 6/27 
Monday, 6/26 PIRATES vs. White Sox, 
Rock 'n' Roll Hall of ~ 7 p.m., PNC Park 

Fame (Cleveland), 


Pro Football Hall of 
Fame (Canton) Saturday, 9/2 
e=4) RED SOX vs. Blue Jays, 


- 7Tp.m.)Fenway Park 


Sunday, 9/3 
YANKEES ys. Twins, 
1 p.m., Yankee 
Stadium 


Monday, 9/4 
METS vs, Braves, 
7 p.m., Shea Stadium 


‘BOB LEVERONE / TSN 


Tuesday, 9/5 
By) PHILLIES vs. Astros, 7 p.m., 
4 


Wednesday, 9/6 Citizens Bank Park 


NATIONALS vs. Cardinals, 
1 p.m., RFK Stadium 


Thursday, 9/7 
Roam nation’s capital; 
watch NFL season 
opener on TV 


Friday, 9/8 
ORIOLES vs. Yankees, 
7 p.m., Camden Yards 


Wrangler Real. Comfortable. Jeans. 


Cost 
estimate: 


Seattle’s Safeco Field 


Cost estimate: 
$600 

The recently/ 
soon-to-be 
unemployed/ 
divorced can 
continue north 


= Wednesday, 9/13 
CARDINALS vs. Astros, 


is too far out of the way, party on in 
the Windy City!) 


Als vs. Red Sox, 
'. 7p.m., McAfee Coliseum 


Sunday, 7/23 
GIANTS vs. Padres, 
1 p.m., AT&T Park 


Saturday, 7/22 
Enjoy the drive up the PCH. 


Cost estimate: $400 per buddy on a strict budget 
Most sane people would stop here, but not you ... 


Friday, 7/21 
DODGERS vs. Cardinals, 
7:30 p.m., Dodger Stadium 


/ nb. Thursday, 7/20 


Wednesday, 7/19 
ANGELS vs. Indians, 
12:30 p.m., 

Angel Stadium 


Tuesday, 7/18 
PADRES vs. Phillies, 
7 p.m., Petco Park 


Wrangler Real. Comfortable. Jeans. 


7 p.m., Busch Stadium (or, if St. Louis 


Ten years gone 


Monday, 9/11 Party in the windy City! 


$800 
Like the Wednesday, 7/26 A retooling of my first baseball buddy trip, 
East Coast MARINERS vs. Blue Jays, in May 1996 
trip, this 7 p.m., Safeco Field 
includes — Sunday, 9/10 
every team WHITE SOX vs. Indians, 
in the area, 1 p.m., U.S. Cellular Field 
so you never 
have to @ Tuesday, 9/12 
worry about CUBS vs. Dodgers, 
oie back. 7 p.m., Wrigley Field 


San Francisco's AT&T Park 


Pacific paradise 


Disneyland, beach, whatever—it's L.A.! 


Monday, 7/17 


DIAMONDBACKS vs. Dodgers, 


6:40 p.m., Chase Field 


Friday, 9/15 
TIGERS vs. Orioles, 
7 p.m., Comerica Park 


Saturday, 9/16 
INDIANS vs. Twins, 
7 p.m., Jacobs Field 


Sunday, 9/17 
PIRATES vs. Mets, 
1 p.m., PNC Park 


Thursday, 9/14 
REDS vs. Padres, 12:30 p.m., 
Great American Ball Park 


eens 


Cost estimate: $800 per buddy 
on a strict budget 


Here again, you end on a gem, 


you see the newest of the new 
and you get the king of all sports 
venues, Wrigley Field, along the 
way. 


ALBERT DICKSON / TSN 


/ TSN ARCHIVES 


Yeah, but how much 
will this really cost? 


This is the reason you have friends 
(hopefully). They make great traveling 
companions, and best of all they keep costs 
down. 

Drive an hour or two after the game 
and stay in smaller towns, where budget 
hotels run $40 to $70 a night. 

Most games don't sell out, so you'll 
have your pick of tickets. | like to buy a 
cheapie and move around a lot to sample 
different vantage points. You still can get into 
most stadiums for $15 or less. 

Don't forget to factor in gas prices—if you're 
renting, go for an economy car. 

A good rule of thumb is this: For every day on 
the road you will see a game, budget $100— 
that’s $20 each for gas, food, lodging, tickets 
and Old Styles ... | mean miscellaneous. 

That's bare-bones, but that’s how trips such 
as this are meant to be taken. 


Wrangler Real. Comfortable. Jeans. 
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PICK 


PICK 


PICK 


Our experts weigh inwith 
their first-round forecasts 


and—after the Reggie — 
rubber stamp atNo.1— 
don’t find much to agreé on . 


TEXANS 


Senior writer Dan Pompei: 
Reggie Bush, RB, USC. Mario Williams, 
you say? Houston merely is trying to create 
negotiating leverage with Bush and entice 
other teams to move up. 

War Room scouts: Bush. It’s unlikely 
another team will offer the booty required for 
this pick, which will leave the Texans to select 
the most versatile offensive threat in the draft. 

Texans correspondent: Bush. He is an 
immediate-impact back who would open 


the offense for David Carr. 


Pompei: Mario Williams, DE, N.C. State. The Saints want 
to move down, but that doesn’t appear likely. They won't take Matt Leinart. 
War Room: Matt Leinart, QB, USC. If the Saints are forced to hold on 

to this pick, they would take the best player available—Leinart. 

Saints correspondent: D’Brickashaw Ferguson, OT, Virginia. The 
team wants to trade down but stay in the top five. If they pick here, 
Ferguson will be appealing as a complementary massive bookend tackle to 
Jammal Brown. 


Pompei: Matt Leinart, QB, USC. It’s unlikely the Titans 
would give Vince Young instead of Leinart to coordinator Norm Chow, who 
coached Leinart at USC. 

War Room: D’Brickashaw Ferguson, OT, Virginia. Coach Jeff Fisher 
and his staff loved Ferguson at the Senior Bowl. If Leinart is gone, Ferguson 
will be a no-brainer. 

Titans correspondent: Vince Young, QB, Texas. Leinart might be a 
safer pick, but Titans G.M. Floyd Reese has proved he’s not afraid to take 
chances on raw, athletic passers (see: McNair, Steve). 
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PICK 


PICK 


The consensus among 
our experts—one of 

the few—is that Bush 
is bound for Houston. 


Pompei: D’Brickashaw Ferguson, OT, Virginia. But a 
quarterback can’t be ruled out. Another possibility is a trade down to the 
10 to 12 range. 

War Room: Mario Williams, DE, N.C. State. At 6-612, 292, Williams 
has the size to play end in new coach Eric Mangini’s 3-4 scheme. 

Jets correspondent: Williams. The team needs to replace John 
Abraham, so expect the defense-minded Mangini to take the best defender 
available. The Jets won't invest in a quarterback this high. 


Pompei: 
This is the perfect pick for Green Bay. Hawk was born 
to wear green and gold. 

War Room: Hawk. If Hawk teams up with Nick 
Barnett behind a rebuilt line, the Packers’ defense 
will start looking good. 

Packers correspondent: Hawk. Barnett needs 
help, and Hawk excels at covering the whole field and making big plays. If 
Leinart is around, the Pack could trade down—with a team wanting a QB. 
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JOHN CORDES FOR TSN 


nce & AQERS nce RAMS 


Pompei: Vernon Davis, TE, Maryland. The 49ers need to Pompei: Michael Huff, S, Texas. They'd be thrilled if 
give Alex Smith some support by surrounding him with dynamic playmakers Huff lasted this long. If he doesn't, they might have to settle for Virginia Tech 
such as Davis. CB Jimmy Williams or Florida State’s Bunkley. 

War Room: Davis. He’s the best receiver in this draft and will be an elite War Room: Vince Young, QB, Texas. New coach Scott Linehan has a 
target for Smith. Davis also has the size and strength to withstand the history of success working with quarterback projects. 
beating he'll take. Rams correspondent: Manny Lawson, DE/OLB, N.C. State. The team 
49ers correspondent: Davis. This team needs more explosive athletes could trade down with a team wanting Cutler at QB, but the pass rush 
as it rebuilds, and Davis would provide Smith with a reliable target in a needs a boost—and LE Leonard Little is in his contract year. 


new-look receiving unit. 


ck 7 RAIDERS PICK BROWNS 


Pompei: Vince Young, QB, Texas. But they like QB Andrew Pompei: Brodrick Bunkley, e 

Walter, a third-round pick last year, so Virginia Tech CB Jimmy Williams DT, Florida State. It’s clear this team needs help Ss 

remains a dark-horse possibility. in the front seven. If Oregon’s Ngata is on the = 

War Room: Haloti Ngata, DT, Oregon. Ngata is a massive run stuffer board, he could be the choice. 2 

who could step into Ted Washington’s old spot next to Warren Sapp. War Room: Manny Lawson, DE/OLB, = 
Raiders correspondent: Matt Leinart, QB, USC. The Raiders have had N.C. State. 


mixed results with lefthanded quarterbacks—Ken Stabler as opposed to 
Todd Marinovich—but they would love to land Leinart. Aaron Brooks is 
signed for only one year. 


rick ©” BILLS 


Pompei: Haloti Ngata, DT, Oregon. This team is a bit of 
a wild card with a number of needs. Can it afford to pass up Vanderbilt 


Teams with 3-4 defenses are looking at 
Lawson to be a standup outside 
linebacker in the Lawrence Taylor 
mode. 
i Browns correspondent: Haloti 
Ngata, DT, Oregon. Ted Washington, 
38, was signed to plug a gap in the 
middle of the 3-4. But Ngata, another 
we at Ra mammoth 


& . 
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QB Jay Cutler? su cee 
War Room: Brodrick Bunkley, DT, Florida State. Quick and athletic, a FA pass-rush 
Bunkley can collapse the pocket from the interior. = A = potential to 
Bills correspondent: Bunkley. The team’s change to a one-gap scheme -¢ cA play three 
requires quick, penetrating tackles of Bunkley’s caliber. = S Nouns 
2 — 3 eventually. 
74 om 
ick ©) LIONS PICK RAVENS 
Pompei: Ernie Sims, OLB, Florida State. The popular pick is Pompei: Johnathan Joseph, CB, South Carolina. He 
Texas S Michael Huff, and he can’t be ruled out. But Sims might be a better could provide immediate help as a nickel corner. Don't discount Minnesota 
fit for the Lions’ blueprint. RB Laurence Maroney. 
War Room: Michael Huff, S, Texas. The versatile Huff is physical War Room: Jimmy Williams, CB, Virginia Tech. Williams has the size 
against the run and can cover a lot of ground in the middle of the field. to move to safety, where he would cover a lot of ground and make a lot of 
Lions correspondent: Huff. Huff fits coach plays from center field. 


Rod Marinelli’s tampa 2 defense perfectly—he’s a 
speedy, hard-hitting free safety who excels at 
stopping the run. 


nee 4 CARDINALS § 


Pompei: Winston Justice, 


Ravens correspondent: Winston Justice, OT, USC. Whether it would 
be at right tackle in Orlando Brown’s place or at right guard, Justice would 
start somewhere and be groomed to replace LT Jonathan Ogden. 


PICK EAGLES 


Pompei: Santonio Holmes, WR, Ohio State. The word 


= 
OT, USC. This team and offensive line problems E is the Eagles would like to trade up for USC's Justice or Oregon's Ngata. If 
go together like the desert and sand. Justice = they can’t, a wideout makes the most sense. 
can help. a War Room: Chad Jackson, WR, Florida. Reggie Brown played well 
War Room: Justice. Arizona’s offensive 8 down the stretch as a rookie last season, but he lacks Jackson's 
problems start on the line. Justice can step in at f ) is playmaking skills. 
right tackle and be a part of the solution. Eagles correspondent: Jackson. Jackson would give the Eagles another 
Cardinals correspondent: Emie Sims, OLB, Florida State. The team promising young receiver, but they would prefer to trade up for Ngata or 
needs a weakside standout and has liked Sims for a long time. Though he will trade down and still get Ohio State center Nick Mangold. 


be tempted if Vandy’s Cutler is available, Dennis Green needs to win in Year 3. 
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BRON Cos (FROM FALCONS) 


Pompei: Manny Lawson, DE/OLB, N.C. State. 

The Broncos instead could go for a running back such as Minnesota’s 
Maroney or Memphis’ DeAngelo Williams. 

War Room: Santonio Holmes, WR, Ohio State. Holmes isn’t big, but 
he has game-breaking deep speed and can be a weapon as a returner. 

Broncos correspondent: Jay Cutler, QB, Vanderbilt. Cutler has the 
smarts and mobility to be the team’s future starter, a strong consideration 
with Jake Plummer entering his 10th season and Bradlee Van Pelt as No, 2. 


DOLPHINS 


Pompei: Kamerion Wimbley, 
DE, Florida State. This is a player who can help 
Nick Saban blur the line between a three-man front 
and a four-man front. 

War Room: Jay Cutler, QB, 
Vanderbilt. He has all the skills 
to be an above-average NFL 
quarterback and can learn 
behind Daunte Culpepper. 

Dolphins 
correspondent: 
Santonio Holmes, 
WR, Ohio State, 
Although defense is a 
priority, so is helping o Fi 
Culpepper. Holmes has the ’ 4 
pedigree to thrive as a producti \ 
No. 2 receiver and also is a good 
returner. 4 


A 


ALBERT DICKSON / TSN 


VIKINGS 


Pompei: Jay Cutler, QB, Vanderbilt. Many suspect the 

Vikes will move up to assure themselves of getting Cutler, but if they deal, it 
will be to get a wide receiver or a linebacker—not a quarterback. 

War Room: DeMeco Ryans, OLB, Alabama. Ryans is strong against 
the run, and he also can cover and rush the passer. 

Vikings correspondent: Chad Greenway, OLB, lowa. It’s just a matter 
of which outside linebacker they like most, and Greenway has the edge. But 
trading up to get Ohio State’s Hawk also is a possibility. 


COWBOYS 


Pompei: Jimmy Williams, CB, Virginia Tech. A young 
receiver would make sense, but there might not be one worth taking here. 
War Room: Kamerion Wimbley, DE, Florida State. 
Wimbley's speed and versatility will create more 
opportunities for pass-rushing OLB DeMarcus Ware, a 
first-round pick last year. 

Cowboys correspondent: Bobby Carpenter, OLB, 
Ohio State. A standout run defender and strong cover man, 
Carpenter is the perfect counterpart for Ware in the 3-4. 
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CHARGERS 


Pompei: Tye Hill, CB, Clemson. If this team doesn’t take 
a cornerback on the first day, it will be an upset of major proportions. 

War Room: Hill. The trade of Sammy Davis left the team thin at 
cornerback. It needs someone who can play nickel back and develop into a 
starter. 

Chargers correspondent: Antonio Cromartie, CB, Florida State. 
Considering there are only three cornerbacks on the roster, the position to 
target is clear—and Cromartie has made the biggest impression on the 
team. 


CHIEFS 


Pompei: Antonio Cromartie, CB, Florida State. 
The defensive rebuilding continues, but the Chiefs also could use 
reinforcements for a rapidly aging offense. 

War Room: Johnathan Joseph, CB, South Carolina. Joseph has good 
size and blazing speed, and he makes plays on the ball. He also can return 
punts and kicks. 

Chiefs correspondent: Joseph. The team is desperate for a playmaking 
corner. Joseph can help them short term as a nickel back and long term 
as a starter. 


PATRIOTS 


Pompel: Donte Whitner, S, Ohio State. Bill Belichick 

has learned definitively he can't have enough defensive backs. 

War Room: Chad Greenway, OLB, lowa. Greenway plays like his 
hair is on fire and is always around the ball. He's a big-effort guy 
Belichick would love. - 

Patriots correspondent: Kamerion Wimbley, DE, 
Florida State. The team covets his explosiveness and 
versatility for Belichick’s system, though he wouldn't start 
right away. 


(FROM REDSKINS 


A9ERS THROUGH BRONCOS) 


Pompei: Bobby Carpenter, OLB, Ohio State. If the 
49ers help their offense with the sixth pick, they will need to help their 
defense here. 

War Room: Carpenter. The 49ers want to find a playmaker who can 
rush the passer, fill gaps on running plays and drop into coverage. 

49ers correspondent: DeMeco Ryans, OLB, Alabama. With Andre 
Carter and Julian Peterson gone, the team needs another outside playmaker. 
Ryans is a triple threat: a pass rusher, cover man and run stopper. 


BUCCANEERS 


Pompei: Nick Mangold, C, Ohio State. Jon Gruden 
keeps trying to get it right with his offensive line. 

War Room: Ernie Sims, OLB, Florida State. The Bucs love 
Sims’ speed and playmaking ability, and they see him as the 
heir apparent to Derrick Brooks. 

Buccaneers correspondent: Marcus McNeill, OT, 
Auburn. The future’s not bright with Kenyatta Walker. McNeill’s 
strengths at right tackle would boost the blindside pass 
protection for lefty Chris Simms. 


SEAN GALLAGHER / TSN ARCHIVES 


PICK BENGALS 


Pompei: Tamba Hali, DE, Penn State. This team 
needs more juice in its pass rush, and Hali could provide it. N.C. State's 
Lawson also will fit if he is available. 

War Room: Nick Mangold, C, Ohio State. With Rich Braham nearing the 
end of his career, Mangold could take over soon as the line’s signal-caller. 

Bengals correspondent: Mathias Kiwanuka, DE, Boston College. 
With Justin Smith set to be an ’07 free agent, this complete end would give 
them another young edge rusher to join Robert Geathers and David Pollack. 


Pick GIANTS 


Pompei: Chad Jackson, WR, Florida. Signing LaVar 
Arrington means the Giants don’t have to make drafting a linebacker their 
top priority. 

War Room: Thomas Howard, OLB, UTEP. They would love to have the 
chance to pick Ohio State’s Carpenter, but Howard—who has excellent 
speed and is a physical tackler—would be a good fit for their defense. 

Giants correspondent: Gabe Watson, DT, Michigan. Linebacker is a 
bigger need, but they won't reach here. Watson has some character 
concerns, but Tom Coughlin will be prepared to play drill instructor. 


PICK BEARS 


Pompei: John McCargo, DT, N.C. State. They could 
go for a cornerback or a linebacker such as Ohio State’s Carpenter if he is 
available, but this team never has too many defensive linemen. 

War Room: Antonio Cromartie, CB, Florida State. Cromartie has 
great hands and excellent speed, and he’s healthy after missing his senior 
season with a knee injury. 

Bears correspondent: Tye Hill, CB, Clemson. They have liked Hill 
since the Senior Bowl. He is a quick corner in the mold of retired Jerry 
Azumah and is skilled enough to push Nathan Vasher in nickel packages. 


ck “ » ” PANTHERS 
Pompei: Laurence Maroney, RB, Minnesota. A 
linebacker is a possibility, but running the ball is central to everything the 
Panthers are. 
War Room: Marcus McNeill, OT, Auburn. By drafting McNeill, a 
natural left tackle with outstanding size and athleticism, Carolina could 
move Travelle Wharton back to guard. 


Panthers correspondent; Maroney. Backfield depth is a key issue, and 
Maroney, similar in style to oft-injured DeShaun Foster, would work well with 


the blocking scheme. 


Bick JAGUARS 


Pompei: Chad Greenway, OLB, lowa. The Jaguars 
need a playmaking tight end, and they also could have a hard time 
passing up Tennessee S Jason Allen. 

War Room: Mathias Kiwanuka, DE, Boston College. With his size 
and quickness, he would complement the strong inside rush of Marcus 
Stroud and John Henderson. 

Jaguars correspondent: Leonard Pope, TE, Georgia. The 6-7 Pope 


would make the Jaguars’ already tall receiving unit resemble a hoops team. 


Pits JETS (rom sroncos) 

Pompei: DeAngelo Williams, RB, Memphis. At some 
point, the Jets have to come up with a successor to Curtis Martin. 

War Room: Eric Winston, OT, Miami. Winston is extremely athletic for 
a 310-pounder, but he also has the strength to anchor against bigger 
defenders. 

Jets correspondent: Nick Mangold, C, Ohio State. Kevin Mawae is 
gone, and Trey Teague is a cheap, short-term option. Mangold’s run-blocking 
skills, leadership qualities and intangibles make him attractive. 


mick COLTS 


Pompei: Thomas Howard, OLB, UTEP. Losing 
Edgerrin James and David Thornton left the Colts with holes at running back 
and linebacker. 

War Room: DeAngelo Williams, RB, Memphis. He can explode 
through holes, has excellent cutback ability and can execute the Colts’ 
stretch play. 

Colts correspondent: Williams. The perfect marriage of big need and 
big value. Williams can replace James as a three-down, 3-D back (runner, 
receiver, blocker) in the Marshall Faulk mold. 


PICK SEAHAWKS 


Pompei: Ashton Youboty, CB, 

Ohio State. The Seahawks need to add more than one 
DB in the draft, and there is depth in the early rounds. 

War Room: Davin Joseph, G, Oklahoma. Seattle lost 
Pro Bow! G Steve Hutchinson, and Joseph is the best run 
blocker in the draft. 

Seahawks correspondent: Kelly Jennings, CB, Miami. Even if Virginia 
Tech CB Jimmy Williams is around, his character concerns Seattle. The team 
prefers speedy Jennings as a potential starter opposite Marcus Trufant. 


PICK STEELERS 


Pompei: Jason Allen, S, Tennessee. Where Allen 
goes depends on how each team views him as a 
medical risk (a dislocated hip ended his '05 season). 
War Room: Allen. Chris Hope's departure makes 
free safety a pressing need. Allen has blazing 
speed and good size. 

Steelers correspondent: LenDale 
White, RB, USC. The team won't dive into a 
weak receiver pool and doesn’t need a 
starter, so picking White makes sense. He 

could replace Jerome Bettis as a 
complementary power back. TSN 


Check out the latest seven-round 
mock draft in the Pro Football War 
Room, which features live draft analysis 


all weekend long from War Room scouts, 
team correspondents and more. 


Go to warroom.sportingnews.com. 


ALBERT DICKSON / TSN 
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urt Busch did not start well. The first hole of 

the day featured a hard dogleg left, trees on 

both sides and sand all over the place. He 

muffed his drive, his second shot, and so on. 

He laughed when he carded the dreaded 
snowman—an 8. 

Busch got off the second tee with more of the 
same, popping up his first shot. He worm-burned his 
second shot before smoking his third shot with a 
6-iron. He managed to save par. 

In golf, in the car, in life, Busch starts slowly but 
makes incredible recoveries. 

In the final race of the 2004 Nextel Cup season, his 
front right tire fell off. Yet he recovered, finished fifth 
and won the championship by eight points. 

This season at Bristol, he had a flat early and went 
a lap down, then rallied and won—a microcosm of 
his career at the track. “That track whupped my ass 
the first time I raced there. | wrecked three times in 
the first 100 laps,” he says. 

Then Sharpie signed on as a sponsor for a race at 
the track. If a driver ever needs motivation to do well 
at a particular track, having his team sponsor put its 
name on a race works pretty well. Busch studied 
Bristol and mastered the best way around it. 

Sharpie no longer sponsors him, but he still is 
dominant at the track. Including this year’s 
spring race, he has won five times there. 

“| have been through quite a few things,” 

Busch says. “I never look beyond the ultimate 
goal. If you’re dealt a negative hand, you try to 
think positive and be positive, whether it’s 
relying on a team or a crew chief or a support 
group.” 

Busch works best under pressure. Maybe he 
needs it for motivation. As Jason Allen, one of his 
best friends, puts it: “He can hit the (heck) out of 
a baseball, but he can’t hit a softball. It’s 
hilarious.” 

When Busch was in fourth grade, his Little 
League team had two issues: too many 
shortstops (four) and not enough catchers 
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Tol fond 


has proved it time and again: It ain't over 
when the skinny guy gets singed By Matt Crossman 
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(zero). Seeing an opportunity to be involved in every 
play, Busch volunteered to catch. 

It didn’t start well. 

Regular shinguards wouldn't work; he needed to 
have Velcro straps added to keep them attached to 
his scrawny legs. He only knew how to catch the ball 
like an infielder, and when he did that behind the 
plate, he kept jamming his thumb. The coaches 
taught him to twist his wrist. “It was a little rough at 
first, but you learn from your mistakes,” he says. 

His team won its league championship. 


arly in his courtship of his fiancee, Eva Bryan, 
there was one man whose support Busch 
desperately needed: Eva's cousin Chris Forbes. 
To put it mildly, Forbes is protective of his 
cousin. 

The relationship between Busch and Forbes did 
not start well. “I don’t care who you are,” Forbes told 
Busch in more colorful language than in this retelling. 
“Don’t hurt my cousin.” 

Busch gulped and said, “I won’t, sir.” 

Soon, Forbes and Busch were like brothers. “He’s 
one of the nicest, most generous guys I've ever met,” 
Forbes says. 


Aerosmith. 

Band he’s digging these days: Nickelback. 

First car: 1964 Volkswagen Bug, aqua. 

Favorite car: Ford GT, blue with white stripes. “I'll 
only drive it to the gas station,’ he says. “The first time | 
did, | had this attack of pride in American sports car 
history. | was in awe. | was nervous to drive it” 

Hot wings and beer 


(Miller Lite, of course). 
The White House. 
Favorite food: Hot dogs at Wrigley Field. 
His ringtones: For general calls, “Sweet Dreams (Are Made of This)” by 
the Eurythmics; for his fiancee, “Gold Digger” by Kanye West. 


Busch can hide behind the steering 
wheel, but he knows that he’s a highly 
visible target outside the racecar. 


fter parring the second 
hole, Busch settled in. He 
shot 97, his old number 
with Roush Racing. He 
found a ball with a blue 2, 
his number and one of his new 
colors in his first season driving 
for Roger Penske. After golf, he 
sat courtside at a Bobcats game. 
The Bobcats won, scoring 97 
points. 
Sounds like something out of 
The Da Vinci Code. 
But there’s no hidden meaning 


there, so let’s talk plainly: Busch 
is an unlikely villain. Yet judging 
by fan reaction, he has 
surpassed Tony Stewart and 
Kevin Harvick as NASCAR’s Bad 
Guy. 

Harvick, in fact, constantly 
picks on him. Matt Kenseth 
called Busch’s bump-and-run on 
him at Bristol a “cheap shot.” 
Greg Biffle lashed out at him 
after a wreck at Texas. Owner 
Jack Roush refers to Busch as 
“Roger Penske’s problem.” 


At least Stewart and Harvick 
make sense as Bad Guys. 
Harvick, with his yap-yap mouth 
and bite-me attitude, is an 
irrepressible smart aleck. He 
picks on other drivers just for 
fun. He’s cocky, he knows it, he 
knows you know it, and he 
doesn’t care. Stewart, too, 
relishes his outlaw image, and 
there’s something about his 
glare, his scruffy look and 
presence that enhance his 
reputation. 


Not so with Busch. He's as 
physically imposing as a 
choirboy. Although sometimes 
short-tempered, Busch also is 
conscientious and respectful— 
the kind of guy who will buy a 
round of beers, but if he finds 
out someone in the group 
doesn’t drink, he won't, either. 

Busch admits he made his 
share of stupid mistakes early in 
his career, often driving too 
aggressively and not knowing 
when to keep his mouth shut. 
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But those were mistakes of 
youth, not malice. 

And yet GQ recently rated him 
as the third-most-hated athlete 
in the country. He would top any 
NASCAR list. 

Bad Guys don’t admit stuff 


like this: If he had a career do- 
over, he would stay two years in 
the Craftsman Truck Series and 
two years in the Busch Series, 
instead of just one in trucks. “If I 
were going to groom someone, 
that’s what I'd do. They'd see 
things the second time around 
and have a nice, steady pace,” 
he says. 

It takes guts and maturity to 
admit that. This, too: “I definitely 
wasn’t ready to go Cup racing. 
When I won a race, | wasn’t 
ready to handle the pressure of 
being a race winner.” 

That's wisdom pulled, 
sometimes kicking and 
screaming, out of immaturity. 
“Sometimes | bite off more than I 
can chew,” he says. “When was 
the last time you bought a DVD 
player and read the manual?” 

On and off the track, Busch 
has learned to pace himself. He 
no longer drives like he’s trying 
to impress somebody. He once 
said he was always aware of 


win at Bristol and you think of 
one reason. He gets booed 
because he’s a great driver. 
That's part of it, at least. The 
rest is because he’s still paying 
for his rough early years, he 


‘| want to be the 

crowd's working man’s 

man. My first job was as 

a plumber making $5 an hour.’ 


isn’t from the South (he’s from 
Las Vegas), he’s so skinny he 
could hide behind Nicole Richie 
(he’s listed at 5-11, 150) and he 
looks to be perpetually 14 (he’s 
27). In the real world, those are 


no reasons to dislike somebody. 
In NASCAR, they are perfectly 
legitimate. 

“Race fans are like the IRS,” 
McReynolds says. “Once they 
get on you, they never get off.” 


being watched at the track; he 
since has gotten used to it. 

“I think he has come so far,” 
says Larry McReynolds, a FOX 
analyst and former crew chief. 
“Kurt Busch reminds me of the 
five or six little first-grade boys 
who find a Playboy on the 
playground.” The teacher 
comes, and the kids scatter, 
except the one left holding the 
evidence. “He’s the one who gets 
in trouble,” McReynolds says. 
“He doesn’t mean to. It just 
happens that way.” 

McReynolds adds that Busch 
is an incredibly smart driver, one 
of three or four guys he would 
work for if he became a crew 
chief again. And McReynolds 
wouldn't work for anyone he 
thought was a Bad Guy. 


isten to Busch talk about 

wedding planning, watch 

him unapologetically dote < . 

on his fiancee, eavesdrop 1. | ae . 3 

as he talks to his mom on a 
the phone, sit next to him as he 
signs autographs during a 
Bobcats game and you wonder 
what about him elicits so many 
boos. Then he knocks Kenseth 
out of the way on the way toa 


Busch scrambles well 
after errant drives— 
on the golf course and 
on the racetrack. 


RUSTY BURROUGHS FOR TSN 


20 . SPORTING NEWS . 5/5/06 


—— 


{pee = s 
ERIK PEREL FOR TSN 


00s beat silence, but 
that doesn’t mean Busch 
likes them. Perhaps more 
than any driver, Busch 
wants to project a 
positive image; he considers it 
a responsibility. He says, 
half-jokingly, that with his 
blue shoes, blue fire suit and 
blue helmet, he looks like a 
Power Ranger, so kids are 
paying extra attention to what 
he does. 

Busch wants to connect with 
NASCAR fans who follow other 
sports. He is a baseball junkie 
and a Cubs fan. He has Bobcats 
season tickets and sounds like a 
sports radio caller when he talks 
about the city’s support of the 
team. 

He doesn’t like the commonly 
held notion that he was handed 
a ride in the Cup series. He 
needs two hands to count the 
number of low-level series in 
which he raced, and he worked a 
series of unglamorous jobs. “I 
want to be the crowd’s working 
man’s man,” he says. “My first 
job was as a plumber making 
$5 an hour.” 

He also drove a dump truck 
on the graveyard shift. He 
recovered from that nicely, no? 
On the golf course, the 
racetrack, even in his career 
choices, he gets himself out of 
bad situations. 


ow comes his deepest 
hole yet. Busch is trying 
to rise from a flameout 
last fall in Phoenix. He 
was pulled over by 
police and said some stupid— 
yet funny—things, such as 
suggesting the officers must be 
Jeff Gordon fans. He was fired by 
Roush Racing with two races left 
in the season. 
But the incident wasn’t nearly 
as bad as initial reports said. 

Police reported damning 
evidence that made Busch 
appear guilty of drunken driving, 
a huge issue considering he was 
a spokesman for a responsible 
drinking campaign. It was a few 
days later, after Busch was fired 
and publicly vilified, that police 
acknowledged that tests revealed 
he was nowhere near drunk. 

Busch has walked a fine line, 
apologizing but also saying the 
incident was blown out of 
proportion and he wouldn’t 
have been fired if his 
relationship with Jack Roush 
weren't already in tatters. 

Busch was true to recovery 
form last week, when the Nextel 
Cup Series returned to Phoenix 
for the first time since the 
incident. He filmed a public 
service announcement with 
Sheriff Joe Arpaio—head of the 
department that ticketed him. 
Arpaio told reporters he was 
pleasantly surprised at how 
“gracious” Busch was. 

Busch and his friends heap 
praise on Penske and Miller 
Lite—he signed with both in 
mid-2005 for the ’06 season—for 
sticking by him. Busch has been 
trying to put his career back on 
track and to prove himself 
worthy of Penske’s support. If 
that weren't enough pressure, 
he also stepped into the car 
vacated by Rusty Wallace. 

“Of any racing season I've 
ever had, this has been the 
roughest start,” he says. “I’m 
like ‘Man, what am I doing? We 
all know how to do this.’ ” 

He has had bad luck (Atlanta), 
bad cars (California and Las 
Vegas) and bad driving (Texas); 
his victory at Bristol is his only 
top 10 through eight races. With 
18 races until the Chase for the 
NASCAR Nextel Cup, Busch sits 
17th in points, 405 out of first. 

That’s a pretty bad start. But 
if the past is any indication, 
Busch is exactly where he needs 
to be. TSN 


Busch carved a victory lane angel after 
winning in his first Busch race. 


Sometimes, he does succeed at first 


Kurt Busch isn’t always a slow starter. He won his first Busch Series 
race, though that didn’t come until last month at Texas, after he had won 
15 Nextel Cup races and a Nextel Cup championship. But before the 
weekend of his Texas victory, he never had sat in a Busch car. 

Busch also won his first race in a Legends car and his first race in the 
American Race Trucks series after getting a call from the truck’s owner 
only days before the race. 

He won rookie of the year in the Dwarf and Legends cars series in 
Nevada, in NASCAR's Southwest Series and in the Craftsman Truck 
Series. —M.C. 
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The rivalry, by the numbers: 2002-05 


Games won Milli Red Sox Mill Yankees 
aq fiz] 


Overall: 45-45 


Red Sox Yankees 
Batting average 275 .257 
On-base percentage 344 338 
Runs 484 454 
Homers 124 110 
ERA 4.64 5.02 
Home record 24-21 24-21 


2006 schedule 
ALBOSCOMN 5 scabsessescssstvavesssoactarss May 1-2 
at NeW YOMK ....ccccscesecsescenennee May 9-11 
at Boston # 
at NOW YOMK ......ccsecsesseesseeneenees June 5-8 
ALIBOStON sctcacecsatecssevesr August 18-21 
at New York ..........0 September 15-17 


Crossin 


JOHNNY DAMON is 


plenty loose as he 


contemplates his first 
trip to Fenway since 


joining the enemy 


Boston, time to 
break out the 
“Johnny Demon” 
T-shirts. The man 
who made /diot an 


endearing label is coming back. Of 
course, Johnny Damon will be 
wearing the road grays of the 
enemy when he makes his first trip 
back to Fenway Park after four 
seasons of entertaining Red Sox 
Nation on and off the field. 

TSN: Are you more excited or 
nervous? 

DAMON: Excited. Boston is 
where I've had my greatest 
memories of playing baseball. I'm 
looking forward to going there and 
getting it over with. 

TSN: How much will it upset you 
if you are booed? 

DAMON: I would be more upset 
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for Coco Crisp if they booed me. 
The fans should be happy about 
having him, and I know he’s happy 
about being there. | was happy 
about being there, too. If they boo 
me, it’s just showing displeasure 
for how the team is being run and 
that they don’t like the player they 
have. 

TSN: Which former teammate 
will you seek out during any Red 
Sox-Yankees bench-clearing 
incidents? 

DAMON: Big Papi—to hide 
behind. 

TSN: Are the Red Sox better this 
season than last? 

DAMON: They’re better if they're 
healthier. Offensively, I think they 
might have taken a little step back 
after losing myself, Billy Mueller, 
and even Edgar Renteria, who in a 
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2003 regular season: Red Sox 9, Yankees 10 ALCS: Red Sox 3, Yankees 4 


Derek Jeter 
leads all 
players by 
playing in 88 of 
the 90 games. 
Johnny Damon 


David Ortiz leads all players 
with 61 RBIs, though he didn’t 
join the Red Sox until '03. 


Since '02, Mariano Rivera has 


has played in blown nine save opportunities 

86—but those, against the Red Sox. He has not 

of course, blown more than two against 

were for the any other team. 

Red Sox. 

sept = Since '02, the Yankees have a 
amirez has ; : ; 

played in 80. losing record (including the 


playoffs) against only one 
American League team: the 
Angels (22-25). The Red Sox 


His 20 home 
runs are the 


most by a ‘ : 

layer on have a losing record against two 
ms A.L. teams: the Twins (11-13) 
either team. 


and the White Sox (15-16). 


bad year still put up some pretty 
good numbers. But pitchingwise, 
they’re better. Curt Schilling wasn’t 
healthy last year, Keith Foulke 
wasn't healthy, and now they have 
an incredible young pitcher in 
Jonathan Papelbon to help them 
out, too. 

TSN: Which Red 
Sox pitcher do 
you most look 
forward to 
facing? 

DAMON: Can | 
say Bronson Arroyo 
(who was traded to the Reds)? I'd 
like to see how Tim Wakefield's 
knuckleball is fluttering; 
that’s the nastiest pitch 
in baseball. | want to 
see how it moves in 
all different 


6| 27 26) 27 | 28 | 29 | 28 | 29) 30) 30 31 | 32) 31/32 33) 34/35 


2006: What has 
gone right 


Red Sox: The top of 
the rotation has been 
healthy and, not 
coincidentally, 
dominating. Curt Schilling 
and Josh Beckett were 7-0 
combined, and both had 
ERAs under 2.60. The Red 
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Randy Johnson was 
5-0 in six starts against 
the Sox last year. 
7-for-7 in save chances. 


R soxwere 0 0. 


Damon vs. 
the Red Sox 


Played seven seasons 
with Royals and A’s 


_ percentage 


*Highest against any 
A.L. team 


castoff Carlos Pena to play first. 


and fun-loving side back to 
baseball. Over the years, the 
Red Sox fan base grew so much 
because of the players we had. 
We stepped out on the field and 
smiled, we goofed off and had 
long hair and dreads. Everybody 
dyed their hair or whatever, and 
we made baseball fun. People 
said, ‘This is the team I want to 
root for.’ I’m not sure they’re 
still that way because I’m not 
there. 


directions. | hope it will move 
into the barrel of my bat. 
Schilling is throwing the ball 
well and Mike Timlin is never 
an easy at-bat, so those are 
probably the guys I’m least 
looking forward to facing. 
TSN: There’s a 
perception that the 
Yankees are corporate, 
the Red Sox more like 
a fraternity. 
Accurate? 


DAMON: The New York has always been 
guys we had in more corporate, but we’ve 
Boston added some great personalities. 
definitely Myself, Shawn Chacon, Jason 
brought the Giambi—the whole world knows 


fraternity how great G is. A-Rod—he's a 


Sox have been better at finishing games. Rookie Jonathan 
Papelbon, taking over the closer job from Keith Foulke, did 
not allow a run in his first 104 innings and was a perfect 


Yankees: The offense has 
been potent. After three 
weeks, the team was fourth 
in the A.L. in runs scored and 
ranked in the top five in 
home runs and batting 
average. Jason Giambi is 
producing as he did when he 
was using steroids. He began 
the week second in the A.L. 
in on-base percentage and led 
the Yankees in homers and slugging percentage. 


ae What has gone wrong 
at-ba 

“50 runs — Red Sox: With Damon gone, Manny Ramirez 

79 hits — has assumed the club lead for longest locks, 
4 homers but they've done nothing for his power. He 

25 RBls didn’t get his first extra-base hit until he hada 
326 average* double in Game 14. He finally homered twice in Game 17. 
.375 on-base Yankees: Though Randy Johnson and Mike Mussina 


have been almost as good as Schilling and Beckett, the 
rest of the rotation has been shaky. Chien-Ming Wang, 
Jaret Wright and Shawn Chacon had two quality starts 
among them through their first eight starts. Giambi’s 
defense was so lacking that the Yankees signed Tigers 
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great teammate, which is 
something I wouldn’t have 
realized on the outside looking 
in. Same with Gary Sheffield. 
The personalities on this team 
are incredible, and | think 
people will realize that this 
locker room isn’t like before. 

TSN: How much have you had 
to change your ways to fit into 
the Yankees’ clubhouse? 

DAMON: | haven’t had to 
change at all. I’m sure that 
would change if! started saying 
stupid things, but I haven’t had 
to change one bit. These guys 
love what I bring to the table, 
which is great. 

TSN: Who is your favorite 
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Lineup changes 

Except for their new leadoff hitter, the Yankees are 
fielding a lineup that is much like last year’s. The Red 
Sox, however, overhauled their infield in addition to 
replacing Damon. There’s a chance Damon's 
replacement, Coco Crisp, could be recovered from a 
broken knuckle on his left index finger in time for the 
team’s first series at Yankee Stadium. 
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teammate of all time? 

DAMON: It’s got to be Giambi. 
The way he carries himself, he’s 
always in a good mood. Seeing 
the clubhouse atmosphere he 
helped create in Oakland, that 
clubhouse is the way it is today 
because of what he taught most 
of those players. 

TSN: Where's the better night 
life: New York or Boston? 

DAMON: Oh, boy. I’ve been 
staying pretty low-key so far 
(in New York). They both have 
great qualities about them. 
They both have great 
restaurants, though New York 
might have more, being the 
bigger city. —Mark Feinsand 
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The man who would be 


LEBRON JAMES may be in new territory—his first NBA postseason—but the results 
are familiar: He's still doing pretty much whatever he wants By Sean Deveney 


he most eagerly 

anticipated shot of the 

NBA's last half-decade 

came 2 minutes and 23 

seconds into the premiere 
of the 2006 edition of the 
postseason. Cavaliers headliner 
LeBron James had been patient, 
touching the ball only once in the 
opener of Cleveland’s series 
against Washington and watching 
as Eric Snow made a shot from 
the elbow, as Larry Hughes 
missed a pair of jumpers and as 
Drew Gooden came up short ona 
putback attempt. But then James 
took the ball high on the left 
wing, past the 3-point line, and 
stared down Wizards defender 
Jared Jeffries. Feeling he had 
sufficiently spooked Jeffries, 
James rose up, fell slightly back 
and fired up the first shot of his 
NBA playoff life. He missed 
everything. 

“I was sitting on the bench,” 
says Cavaliers forward Donyell 
Marshall. “I was nervous. Then I 
saw his first shot was an airball, 
and I felt better. Because if he can 
shoot an airball, there’s less 
pressure on the rest of us.” 

The rest of you? Ah, right, 
there were other Cavaliers 
present at Quicken Loans Arena 
last weekend, but make no 
mistake: The first Cleveland 
playoff game in eight years was 
not so much about the 
resurgence of a franchise as it 
was about James’ finally playing 
in the postseason. This was not 
so much a debut as an unveiling, 
a revelation, a coronation, a sort 
of NBA apocalypse after which 
nothing would be quite the same. 

It went well. Despite the airball, 
despite a small battle with a cold 
and despite what he called 
pregame “butterflies,” James 
opened his playoff career with 
32 points, 11 rebounds and 
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11 assists and became only the 
third player in history (Magic 
Johnson in 1980 and Johnny 
McCarthy in 1960 were the 
others) to notch a triple double in 
his first playoff game. In doing so, 
James continued to build on the 
already impressive list of bullet 
points attached to his career 
(he's the fourth player in league 
history to average 31 points, 
seven rebounds and six assists 
for a season; the first player to 
win three straight player of the 
week awards; the youngest to 
reach 6,000 points; the youngest 
All-Star MVP; and so on). But 
those were regular-season doings. 
“You can't take away anything 
he has accomplished,” says Snow, 
who has been a mentor for 
James. “But in order for him to go 
down as a great player, he needs 


F ae ~ 
Put one guy on James and you’re likely to give up a drive to the rim. 


to show leadership on a 
championship team. This is 
where he proves himself.” 

James proved he is ready to 
carry the Cavaliers in this 
postseason grind and that he will, 
eventually, be a championship 
player. He played all but the final 
three-tenths of a second. He 
handled the ball down the stretch 
when the Cavaliers went into 
their 1-4 spread offense. He 
reacted almost perfectly to the 
Wizards’ varied defenses. 

On a larger scale, he proved he 
is the kind of must-see player the 
NBA craves, a charismatic icon 
who attracts fans nationally not 
just because his skill is 
overwhelming but because he is 
likable. In the first quarter, 
diminutive referee Derrick 
Stafford called a timeout because 


MARK DUNCAN / AP 


a balloon had floated over the 
court. James spared Stafford the 
embarrassment of jumping after 
the balloon by grabbing it 
himself, like a fireman rescuing a 
kitten from a tree. The crowd 
then chanted, “MVP! MVP!” 

It was just one game, of course, 
and it should be noted that James 
had the luxury of facing the 
Wizards’ snoozy defense. Perhaps 
it’s unwise to divine his future 
postseasons from that 
performance. But it is easy to 
imagine that the question facing 
the Wizards in these opening 
games of the Eastern Conference 
playoffs is one that will be asked 
for the next 15 NBA springs: How 
the heck do you stop LeBron from 
doing what he wants? 

Wizards coach Eddie Jordan 
sees it as a pick-your-poison 
question. Jordan put Jeffries on 
James, one-on-one, and noted 
that the tactic worked “for about 
4 minutes.” He tried a host of 
defenders: Antawn Jamison, 
Gilbert Arenas, Caron Butler and 
Billy Thomas. He tried 
double-teaming James on the 
high screen-and-rolls that 
dominate the Cavaliers’ offense, 
but that frequently pulled 
Jamison, a power forward, out 
from under the basket and left 
James to find open shooters. The 
net result was James’ 11 assists, 
plus 20 offensive rebounds by 
Cleveland. 

“There are two ways to look at 
it,” Jordan says. “When you are in 
single coverage, he breaks you 
down because he is such a great 
player. He can drive to the hoop 
on you; he can pull up and make a 
jumper. So you can stay 
one-on-one on him and guard 
against the other players. Or you 
can double him, and, if you do, 
someone is open. He finds 
people, and then you have no one 
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Players with James’ combination of talent and 
charisma come along once in a generation. 


to handle the rebounding.” 

Wizards guard Antonio Daniels 
sees it as a simple math problem: 
“You have to get the ball out of 
his hands. But when you have 
two guys on him, it is 4-on-3 on 
the rest of the court.” 


ames’ easy transition into 
the postseason should not 
be a surprise—he is a 
prodigy, a kid whose 
transition into the league 
from high school has been a 
breeze. But the NBA has 
produced several prodigies 
recently, all of whom have been 
letdowns, either on the court or 
off it. There is the possibility that 
James will meet his match one 
day, too. Certainly, things won't 
get easier in the playoffs. The 
Wizards will adjust, will get more 
physical with James and will play 
better help defense. If they don’t, 
the Cavaliers’ likely second-round 
opponent, the Pistons, will. 

But James is different. He won't 
wind up in that disappointment 
dustbin. Hall of Famer Rick Barry 
says, “I fantasize about doing the 
things LeBron does athletically, 
especially at his size. I used to 
fantasize about having Elgin 
Baylor's jumping ability or Oscar 
Robertson’s athleticism. Now I 
fantasize about LeBron’s ability. 
He is the best player I have ever 
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seen at this 
age.” 

Combine 
that 
athleticism 
with what ABC 
analyst Hubie 
Brown says 
impresses him 
most about 
James: “He has 
the best vision 
of anyone in 
the league.” 
The product is 
a player who 
sees the game 
before it 
happens and 
has the unique 
athletic ability 
to take 
advantage of 
it, either with 
his own shot 
or with a setup 
for a teammate. 

“When you 
watch LeBron,” 
says a league 
scout, “and 
you watch his eyes, he doesn’t 
spend a lot of time looking at the 
guy who is guarding him. He is 
looking at where the help is going 
to come from, at what spot he 
needs to get to, at his passing 
lanes. Before he does anything, 
he has you figured out.” 

That, James says, is 
“God-given talent.” He is in much 
the same position that Michael 
Jordan was as a young player— 
he has such inborn ability that he 
can focus on improving very 
specific parts of his game. For 
the past two summers, it has 
been perimeter shooting, and 
though James still is not a great 
3-point marksman his midrange 
jumper has improved. 

During the season, his focus 
was crunch-time situations. After 
a nationally televised January 
loss to the Lakers in which Kobe 
Bryant took over down the 
stretch while James dished to 
teammates, James was branded 
as a great player who could not 
finish games. A chat with Snow 
after that game inspired him to 
be more assertive. By late March, 
a three-game stretch showed his 
development: He averaged 
16.3 points in the fourth quarters 
(plus two overtimes) of tight 
wins over Charlotte, Boston 
and Houston and made his 
first-ever game-winning shot 
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(against Charlotte). 

The hope in Cleveland is that 
exposing James to a series’ 
worth of the rough-and-tumble 
defense the Pistons are known 
for—should the Cavs advance 
and face Detroit—will inspire 
him to shore up his own defense, 
much as Jordan did more than a 
decade ago. It’s one of James’ 
few weaknesses—his on-ball 
defense has improved, but his 
help defense still is lacking. 
When James develops his 
defensive skill and intensity, it is 
likely the rest of the Cavaliers 
will respond. 

Alas, that is for the future. 
Despite James’ talent, these 
Cavaliers are nota 
championship-caliber team and 
not just because their defense is 
mediocre. They lack high-level 
perimeter shooters and interior 
defenders. Mike Brown still is a 
rookie coach. Shooting guard 
Larry Hughes’ finger injury 
prevented him from developing 
any real chemistry with James. 


Brilliant performances from 
James, though, are so common 
they are taken for granted. “I did 
not even know it was a triple 
double,” Brown says of James’ 
Game | performance. “He never 
ceases to amaze me. The things 
that he does offensively just blow 
you away. He does it in the flow 
of the game, which is what makes 
him special.” 

He is only going to get more 
special. As irrational as it may be 
to make championship forecasts 
with nothing but a single playoff 
game as evidence, that game was 
impressive enough to conjure 
imaginations of a future LeBron, 
fully developed, standing at 
halfcourt and clutching the Larry 
O'Brien Trophy. 

“That’s the goal,” Snow says. 
“He knows that. He knows he will 
be judged on whether he wins 
championships. He wants it.” 

That leaves the NBA, for years 
to come, with a familiar question: 
How the heck do you stop LeBron 
from doing what he wants? —‘ TSN 


So far, worth the wait 


The Cavaliers aren’t the only team to wait at least eight years between 
playoff appearances—the Clippers last made the postseason in 1997. This 
is only the second time in league history that two teams with droughts of 
eight years or longer are in the same postseason. (Memphis and Denver 


ended their droughts in 2004.) 


Though LeBron James’ debut was the highlight of the first playoff 
weekend, he was not the only No. 1 overall draft pick to gain entrance to the 
postseason: Clippers forward Elton Brand also made his first appearance, 
ending a 526-game run without a playoff berth. Like James, Brand had an 
enormous impact in leading his team to a first-game win—he had 21 points, 
eight rebounds and five assists. By the time Day 1 of the postseason was 
over, the Clippers and Cavaliers already had equaled something else the 
Grizzlies and Nuggets did in ’04: They had won two games combined. The 
Nuggets lost in five games that year, and the Grizzlies were swept. —S.D. 
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Louisville's Elvis Dumervil 
is being overlooked 
on draft boards because of his 
lack of height. You want to tell 
him that to his face? 
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ereating 


g a list of the most underpaid is a far greater challenge. / 


A 


Bang—and dang!—for the buck 


§ t’s all about value for general 
managers as they construct 
their payrolls to try for 
maximum return on every 
dollar. But when judging 

which players are the most 
overpaid and most underpaid, 
keep a couple of things in mind. 

1) Players with long-term 
injuries shouldn’t count. Astros 
first baseman Jeff Bagwell and 
Braves lefthander Mike Hampton 
are making millions while on the 
disabled list, but it’s not right to 
kick ’em when they’re down. 

2) Players with between zero 
and six years of service time 
should be excluded. The salaries 
of players in the zero to three 
category are controlled by the 
clubs. The salaries of three- to 
six-year players, though inflated 
by arbitration, are not 
determined by the open market. 

For example, A’s closer Huston 
Street—the reigning American 
League Rookie of the Year—is 
being paid a mere $339,625 this 
season. But it’s only his second 
full season in the majors. 

Meanwhile, Rangers shortstop 
Michael Young—the reigning A.L. 
batting champion—is being paid 


a relatively modest $3.075 million. 


Young, in his fifth year of service, 
signed a long-term deal in 2004 
covering his arbitration years. 

The most telling reflection of a 
player’s value is his salary after 
he is eligible to become a free 
agent. Not all of these players 
signed free-agent contracts, but 
each possesses the required six 
or more years of service time. 


Most overpaid 


, RHP, Padres, 
$15.3 million. Retire the 
trophy—the free-agent contract 
the Rangers awarded Park after 
the 2001 season (five years, 
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season and threw out the lowest 
percentage of basestealers in the 
ALL. as well. 

Kazuo Matsui, 2B, Mets, 
$8.058 million. Matsui is the first 
high-priced Japanese position 
player to flop in the majors. 
Injuries slowed him last season, 
but it’s his inability to adjust to 
the North American game that 
has made him a bust. 

Sean Casey, 1B, Pirates, 
$8.5 million. “The Mayor” 
simply doesn’t produce 

the way a first 


$65 million) is the worst in major 
league history. Park, 32, won a 
grand total of 26 games in the 
first four years of the deal. 

The Rangers traded him to the 
Padres last season. 

Eric Milton, LHP, Reds, 
$9.8 million. The Reds signed 
Milton, 30, to a three-year, 
$25.5 million free-agent contract 
the year after he allowed 43 
homers for the Phillies. 
Surprise! Milton, 
moving from one 
hitters park to 


another, baseman should. 
allowed Casey batted .312 for 
another 40 the Reds last season 
homers last but also grounded 
season and into a major 
posted a 6.47 ERA. league-leading 27 
He looks better this double plays. Plus, 
season yet still he hit only 
allowed five homers nine home 


runs in 
529 


in his first three starts. 
Jason Kendall, C, 
A’s, $11.57 million. 
Kendall, who turns 
32 in June, posted 
the lowest 
on-base plus 
slugging 
percentage of 
any 
American 
League 
player last 


MORRY GASH / AP 


r 
At the end of the day, 


| just want to play 
baseball—no matter 
who the umpires are. 


Think Giants farmhand Garrett Broshuis 
still has a lot to learn? Tell him at 


sportingnews.com. 


The early increases in offense 
disprove the notion that 
tougher steroids testing will 
lead to decreased run 
production. Pitchers also used 
performance-enhancing drugs 
during the steroids era. Other 
factors—warm weather, hitter- 
friendly ballparks and just 
plain bad pitching—likely are 
responsible for the latest 
statistical upturn. And yes, 
someone should check the 
balls, too. 

With the Nationals on the 
verge of being sold, general 
manager Jim Bowden could 
not have picked a worse time 
to be arrested for driving 
under the influence. At least 
one of the prospective 
ownership groups might have 
kept Bowden. But the 
embarrassment created by his 
arrest likely doomed his 
chances of staying in D.C. 

Bad as the Royals are, they 
could get worse; one 
American League executive 
says he would prefer to play 
the Royals in the second half, 
reasoning that the team likely 
will trade first baseman Doug 
Mientkiewicz, second 
baseman Mark Grudzielanek 
and possibly DH Mike 
Sweeney. 


despite playing in power-crazed Great 
American Ballpark. 

, DH, Red Sox, 
$6.5 million. The Red Sox not only were 
shrewd to sign Ortiz, 30, when the Twins 
released him in 2002, but they also were 
wise to lock him up before he would 
have become a free agent. Ortiz’s 


four-year, $52 million extension will 
better reflect his market value. 
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Chris Carpenter, RHP, Cardinals, 
$5 million. The Cardinals gambled on 
Carpenter, 31, after the 02 season when 
he was coming off shoulder surgery, then 
signed him to a modest two-year, 
$13 million extension last April. Quite a 
bargain for a pitcher who went on to win 
the Cy Young Award—and could win 
another this season. 

Trevor Hoffman, RHP, Padres, 
$4.5 million. Love that San Diego 
discount. Hoffman, 38, is earning less 
than half of what his Blue Jays’ 
counterpart, lefty B.J. Ryan, will average 
in his new contract. Sure, Hoffman is 
eight years older than Ryan, but he 
began the season with 436 career saves 
to Ryan’s 42—and still is going strong. 

Melvin Mora, 3B, Orioles, 
$4.3 million. Reportedly negotiating a 
new long-term deal with the Orioles, 
Mora, 34, has averaged 27 homers and 96 
RBIs the past two seasons. He would 
have been a free agent last winter if not 
for the three-year contract he signed 
before the ’04 season. 

Tony Clark, 1B, Diamondbacks, 
$1.034 million. OK, he lost his starting 
job, but that’s only because the 
Diamondbacks are committed to Conor 
Jackson. Clark, who turns 34 in June, hit 
30 homers last season, then re-signed for 
two years at a club-friendly price. TSN 


Ken Rosenthal is FOXSports.com senior 
baseball writer. His insider column is 
special to the SPORTING NEWS. 


One question about a 


possible 
comeback: How long vould 


it take him to get back into 
game condition? Clemens, 
43, hasn't pitched 
competitively since the World 
Baseball Classic in March. As 
one scout says, “Conditioning won't 
be a factor. Game speed will be a factor” Clemens 
might need several starts—including one or two in the 
minors—to build up to six or seven innings; both of 
his starts in the WBC lasted 444 innings. > Though 
the Angels miss C ’s hitting—Cs 

and have gotten off to slow 
starts on offense—a scout who recently saw Bengie 
Molina with the Blue Jays was highly critical of his 
defense. “He was terrible the scout says. “He did not 
receive balls cleanly. He doesn’t move. He doesn’t 
block balls. He’s going to have a tough time handling 
some of the guys on their staff” > Good news for 
the White Sox: Closer RHP is throwing 
97 mph and commanding his curveball the way he 
did at the end of last season. “It was a different 
spring for him—going to camp with a job” one scout 
says. “He probably took it a bit too easy. He wasn’t 
ready to go when the bell rang. He is now” > The 
inconsistency of RHP 0 means the 
Mets will closely monitor the progress of Class A 
RHP , their top pick in last year's 


amateur draft. Pelfrey, 22, was 1-1 
with a 1.13 ERA in his first three 
professional starts in the Florida 
State League. He would need to 
dominate hitters at both Class A 
and AA for the Mets to consider 
promoting him. > The Reds already 
had too many second basemen when 
they traded for , but new 
G.M. looks smart for making the deal. 
A team like the Reds, coming off five straight losing 
seasons, needs to collect as many good players as 
possible. Phillips, 24, went 9-for-18 with 13 RBls in 
one four-game spurt. > A scout says of Red Sox 
1B s: “He has a reputation for taking a 
lot of first pitches. But now he’s becoming a zone 
hitter on the first pitch. He'll swing at the first pitch if 
it's in a certain area—a fastball in or up—and drive it” 
Youkilis started 5-for-5, including a double, in the 
at-bats in which he connected on the first pitch. He 
was 4-for-7 with two doubles in those situations in 
2004 and did not put any balls in play on an 0-0 
count in ‘05. > Marlins SS irez has 
emerged as one of the fastest players in the majors; 
one scout says he goes home to first from the right 
side in 3.8 to 4.0 seconds. Ramirez, 22, also has 
shown maturity at the plate. He is swinging 
aggressively early in the count but settling for putting 
the ball in play with two strikes. Now, Ramirez needs 
to prove he can hit to the opposite field. 


When RHP Greg Maddux signed with the Cubs before the 2004 season, few would have imagined he 
might ad the club in wins and innings pitched during his three-year tenure. Maddux wasn't in peak 
form in his first two seasons with the Cubs, posting ERAs above 4.00. But from the start of 04 through 
Saturday's games, he holds slight leads over RHP Carlos Zambrano in victories (32 to 30) and innings 
(458 to 45574). Needless to say, he’s also ahead of oft-injured RHPs Kerry Wood and Mark Prior. 
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JAY DROWNS / TSN 


About this time last year, 


Batmen swing back 


First 21 days of 705 


| weren't the media and fans— 


OK, mostly the media—saying 
| anew Dead Ball Era was 


upon us? Something like 


I 


that, anyway. At the least, 


it seemed the days of 

slow-pitch softball disguised 

as baseball were over. 
Guess not. Home runs are 


265 c “Games 260 

~~ 510 (1.9 per game) Homeruns —«635 (2.4 per game) _ 

~~ 2,451 (9.2 per game) Runs —~—~—~—~«2,671 (10.3 pergame) 
262 Batting average eC de 
739 (0S Sole = 

| 44 Times teams scored > 57 


10 or more runs in a game 


being hit at a record pace, 


Brian Roberts, .740 Slugging percentage leader Albert Pujols, 1.000 


| and other key stats confirm 
just how, um, offensive this 


32 Pitchers with ERAs 20 
under 3.00 


April has been. 


Rolen and 
friends are lighting 
up the scoreboard. 


ALBERT DICKSON / TSN 


SCOUTS VIEWS 


Observations and opinions from major league scouts 


The Padres’ 
should be fine pitching in the 
National League. His stuff is 
not special, but | like the way 
he makes adjustments during 
the game. In a start against the 
Rockies, he figured out fairly 
early that Garrett Atkins can hit 
low pitches, so later he went 
up high and got him out. ... 
Mark Hendrickson has shown 
a lot of confidence in his 
breaking ball for the Devil 
Rays. He has a tendency, 
though, to work too high in the 
zone for someone with 
below-average velocity. ... 
Rockies lefthander Tom Martin 
is throwing a lot more curves 
than he used to. It’s a pitch 
he’s commanding. Martin has 
the confidence to throw it 
anytime. ... Don't be surprised if hitters catch on to the Braves’ Kyle Davies after 
they bat against him a few times. He throws a lot of hittable strikes. ... Luis 
Gonzalez’s bat speed is better this season for Arizona. The way the ball is 
jumping off his bat, I'd say he’s over his elbow problems. ... Omar Vizquel’s arm 
strength is a liability for the Giants. Teams are taking the extra base on him 
whenever he goes out to get the relay throw. ... Brewers second baseman Rickie 
Weeks has a hard time laying off inside pitches. When Weeks faced the 
Cardinals recently, Yadier Molina was setting up half a foot off the plate and 
Weeks still was swinging. He didn’t do much besides foul them off. 


"|, PAT CARTER / AP 
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So, what gives? Some people are spouting conspiracy theories about 
juiced-up baseballs and still-juiced-up players. More likely, the jump in 
offense is the result of lousy pitching, the improved health of star hitters such 
as Jim Thome and Scott Rolen and very mild spring weather—hey, it helps 
when batters can feel their hands. That means if you're hoping for scores to 
return to earth in May, it might be best to pray for record subfreezing 
temperatures—or you can spring for humidors in every park. —Tom Gatto 


Big-leaguers with siblings in the wings 
J.D. and Stephen Drew. J.D., the Dodgers’ right fielder, is a star—when 
healthy, which is about as often as the 405 is traffic-free. Stephen, a shortstop 
in the Diamondbacks’ organization, hit six homers in his first 17 games at 
Class AAA and seems on course for a call-up this season. 
Jeff and Jered Weaver. Both are tall, lanky righthanders with 
surfer-guy hair. They also have similar pitching motions. The difference is in 


upside: Jeff is a veteran middle-of-the-rotation starter with the Angels; Jered 
is a potential ace making his way through the same team’s minor league system. 


Asics team are set. Older brother Adam is a sweet-swinging first 
baseman for the Braves, and Andy, a slugging third baseman, is one of 
the Dodgers’ hottest prospects. 


Dmitri and Delmon Young. Dmitri, a Tigers first baseman who's on the 
D.L., is getting older, but Delmon, an outfielder in the D-Rays’ 
organization, is so good there's no way the Youngs can’t make this list. 


Adam and Andy LaRoche. The corner infielders for the LaRoche family 


B.J. and Justin Upton. Their enormous 
potential puts them on the list even 
though both are in the minors. BJ., 
21, the 2002 No. 2 overall draft pick, hasn't 
stuck with the Devil Rays’ major league 
because he hasn’t mastered the 
stop spot. If he doesn’t watch it, 
old Justin, the 2005 No. 1 


all pick and a center fielder in the 


BOB LEVERONE / TSN 


Less than a month into 
the season, the Rockies 
and Phillies are done 
playing each other for 
2006-—unless they meet 
in the playoffs. If that 
happened, hell would be 
even colder than Denver 
in October. 


Still fuming about the 
controversy from Game 2 
of last season’s ALCS, 
Angels catchers plan to tag 
A.J. Pierzynski every time 
the White Sox catcher 
swings and misses. “Time 
to replace those halos with 
tiaras,” Pierzynski says with 
a laugh. 


With so many guys named Mark (Redman, 
Grudzielanek, Teahen, Kotsay, Ellis) around during 
batting practice, fans confuse the heck out of players 
when they yell, “Hey, 
Mark, can | get your 
autograph?” And if you 
think that’s tough, 
imagine how puzzled 
Mike Sweeney feels 
when he hears the fans 
= screaming, “Big Hurt! 

2 Big Hurt!”"—and then 
realizes that, for once, 


BALTIMORE ORIOLES 


OF Luis Terrero was promoted when 
OFs David Newhan (leg) and Luis 
Matos (shoulder) were placed on the 
D.L. Newhan, who broke his right 
He fibula and could be lost for two 
ig = months or more, will be missed—he 
«4 S was off to a hot start. ... RHP Eddy 
<2 Rodriguez was called up when 
\) 5 LHP Tim Byrdak (elbow) was 
= placed on the 60-day D.L. Rodriguez 
will be the team’s long reliever. 
BURNING ISSUE: Expect the team to remake the bullpen in the next few 
months—only RHPs Chris Ray and LaTroy Hawkins have earned set roles. 
The Orioles can’t rely on a relief staff full of inexperienced pitchers such as 
RHPs Rodriguez, Chris Britton and Sendy Rleal and retreads such as 
RHP Jim Brower and LHP John Halama. —Spencer Fordin 


BOSTON RED SOX 


It's not uncommon for pitchers to struggle after changing leagues, but the 
opposite is happening to RHP Josh Beckett. The challenge of facing loaded 
A.L. lineups amid intense pressure and scrutiny in Boston seems to have 
taken the power pitcher to another level. ... OF Adam Stern's assignment to 
Class AAA Pawtucket actually is a compliment. The team wants to ensure 
he gets the necessary at-bats it will take to develop into an everyday player. 
He already has the tools to be a serviceable backup. BURNING ISSUE: 
RHP Keith Foulke has had multiple knee surgeries, and the team had hoped 
he would recover the drive in his legs that once made his fastball and 
changeup a deadly 1-2 punch. But Foulke was inconsistent this spring, and 
RHP Jonathan Papelbon replaced him as the closer. The team must get a 
read on Foulke because Papelbon is pegged for the rotation. —lan Browne 


Dream week 


April 27-May 3 


TUESDAY, 5/2 


NEW YORK YANKEES 


RHP Scott Proctor has 
become a valuable long 
reliever and given the club 
something to think about 
when RHPs Carl Pavano, 
Aaron Small and Octavio 
Dotel return from the D.L. 
Proctor has minor league 
options remaining, though, so 
he can be sent down if a 
roster crunch develops. ... 
Before Sunday, Kelly Stinnett 
appeared to be LHP Randy 
Johnson's personal catcher; 
he had caught Johnson's three 
previous starts. But Jorge 
Posada caught on Sunday, 
and Johnson held the Orioles 
to one run in eight innings. 
Last season, the two did not 
mesh. BURNING ISSUE: 
Manager Joe Torre wants to 
use RHPs Tanyon Sturtze and 
Kyle Farnsworth as his 
primary eighth-inning setup 
men, but Sturtze has struggled 
and Farnsworth has been 
inconsistent. Dotel, who is 
expected to come off the D.L. 
in late May, might provide an 
upgrade. —Mark Feinsand 


Ex-Indian Kevin Millwood will face 
his old team with revenge on his 
mind. He led the A.L. with a 2.86 ERA 
last year but had just nine wins 
pitching for Cleveland. “I got less 
support from our offense last season 
than C.C. Sabathia got from his belt” 
Millwood says. 


BEN MARGOT / AP 


The crowd is abuzz 
over the return of a 
hero turned traitor. 
The now-hated 
lefthander traded his 
2004 World Series 
memories (and soul) 
for Yankee pinstripes— 
and he must pay the 
price. But enough 
about Mike Myers. 


B Making his return to 
Baltimore, B.J. Ryan visits the 
Orioles’ clubhouse and tells 
Miguel Tejada that Rafael 
Palmeiro looks much better 
this season. A puzzled Tejada 
says, “That's Leo Mazzone.” 


CHARLES KRUPA / AP 


The always playful Barry Bonds volunteers to go 
incognito and participate in the nightly sausage 
race. Much to his dismay, his head won't fit into the 
costume. —Chris Bahr 


[MLB.com J 


TAMPA BAY DEVIL RAYS 


RHP Chad Orvella, demoted to Class AAA Durham to quicken his 
delivery to the plate, was recalled after showing progress. Before 
he was sent down, Orvella’s deliveries were clocked at 1.5 
seconds and above; now they're at 1.15-1.25 seconds. ... After 
studying Red Sox 1B/DH David Ortiz’s hitting charts, the Rays 
used a shift against him. The third baseman moved into left field, 
with the shortstop at least 10 feet on the first base side of second 
and the second baseman in shallow right field. Ortiz responded by 
bunting for a hit in the final game of the series, BURNING ISSUE: 
When will the Rays call up OF Delmon Young? They haven't shown 
any urgency to promote him, though some think he's ready for the 
majors, because the team has a surplus of outfielders. The 
determining factor might be when—or if—the Rays trade an 
outfielder. —Bill Chastain 


TORONTO BLUE JAYS 


RHP Josh Towers is struggling to keep the ball down in the strike 
zone in games, even though his bullpen sessions are going well. 
Towers says he’s overthinking and that it's not a mechanical 
problem. ... Hot offensive starts by LFs Reed Johnson and Frank 
Catalanotto and RF Alex Rios have done wonders for the heart of 
the order. Those three occupy the first two spots and have been 
getting on base at a rapid rate, leaving RBI opportunities for CF 
Vernon Wells and 3B Troy Glaus. BURNING ISSUE: RHP A.J. 
Burnett's elbow problems and other injuries to the starting staff 
have exposed a lack of depth. Other than LHP Scott Downs, the 
Jays don’t have anyone on the roster they want filling in as a starter. 
In the minors, the most likely replacements are RHPs Josh Banks 
and Casey Janssen and LHP David Purcey—none of whom had 
experience above Class AA until this year. Jordan Bastian 
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BASEBALL 


AL. CENTRAL S's 


CHICAGO WHITE SOX 


RHP Javier Vazquez finished strong with 
Arizona last season after straightening 
out his mechanics—and he has carried 
that improvement into 2006. Though 
there was concern that Vazquez had 
been tipping pitches in his second 
start, he responded with a strong 
outing against the Royals last week. ... 
The club recently took advantage of its 
improved depth. SS Juan Uribe was 
given extra time to recover from a 
strained muscle in his side because 
backup Alex Cintron was available. The 
switch-hitting Cintron was a regular 
with the Diamondbacks in 2005. 
BURNING ISSUE: The club will give 
rookie CF Brian Anderson every 
opportunity to succeed. Anderson has 
struggled at the plate, but he has 
played stellar defense—a prerequisite 
for players on this team. The Sox are 
better overall with Anderson starting 
and OF Rob Mackowiak coming off the 
bench. —Scott Merkin 


DETROIT TIGERS 


CLEVELAND INDIANS 


C Victor Martinez’s fantastic start at 
the plate is the result of his ability to 
use the entire field. A switch hitter, he 
hasn't been nearly as pull-happy this 
year as last, especially with runners in 


scoring position. ... Grady Sizemore has 


become one of the American League's 
most polished defensive outfielders. 


His acrobatic, highlight-reel catches are 


a product of his speed and agility. ... 
1B Eduardo Perez has been strong 
against lefthanders, and the platoon 


with him and Ben Broussard has been 


successful. Broussard has been more 


consistent at the plate this season than 


he was in 2005. BURNING ISSUE: 
The Indians’ middle relievers have 
blown too many games. RHP Danny 
Graves has been hit hard, and injuries 
to RHPs Matt Miller (elbow) and 
Rafael Betancourt (back) haven't 
helped. The team has quality arms in 


the minors but now must evaluate them 


on the fly. Anthony Castrovince 


The Tigers won't hesitate to use closer RHP Todd Jones (hamstring) in tight situations 
now that he’s back from the D.L., but they'll take precautions on defense. 1B Chris 


Shelton and 3B Brandon Inge will shade more toward the center of the infield to field 


ground balls on each side of the mound so Jones can avoid running. ... C Ivan 
Rodriguez's recent willingness to play DH and first base has more to do with 
maintaining his at-bats than prolonging his career. Rodriguez remains an everyday 
catcher and would like to play at other spots rather than take entire games off. 
BURNING ISSUE: RHP Jeremy Bonderman, LHP Nate Robertson and RHP Justin 
Verlander each has made a start in which he lasted fewer than four innings and 
allowed at least six earned runs. The Tigers can't afford many more of these bombs, 
which give away games and tax the bullpen. Jason Beck 


KANSAS CITY ROYALS 


The struggling rotation could get a 
boost from RHP Zack Greinke. 
There’s no set time for his return, but 
he is working out in Arizona. He says 
he feels better, though his emotional 
problems aren't fully behind him. ... 
Backup OF Shane Costa had been 
playing a lot because of CF David 
DeJesus’ hamstring problems. And 
now that DeJesus has been placed 
on the disabled list, Costa will get 
even more time. Costa lacks 
experience but has been hitting well. 
BURNING ISSUE: The bullpen—the 
team’s strength last season—has 
been its biggest problem this 
season. RHP Ambiorix Burgos, the 
closer, needs to become the anchor 
with RHP Mike MacDougal 
(shoulder) on the D.L. RHP Elmer 
Dessens has been effective, but the 
rest of the bullpen has been awful. 
LHP Andrew Sisco is the primary 
concer; he was a stalwart last 
season, but he has been getting hit 
hard. —Dick Kaegel 
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MINNESOTA TWINS 


Manager Ron Gardenhire wants to give 
OF/DH Ruben Sierra frequent starts to 
make sure he is sharp for late-inning 
situations as a lefthanded pinch hitter. ... 
The coaching staff is working with 

RHP Matt Guerrier on challenging hitters 
instead of trying to be too precise and 
falling behind in the count. ... 3B Tony 
Batista has not lived up to his reputation 
as a free swinger. His seven walks through 
15 games is a much better 
pace than the 26 he drew in 
157 games in 2004. 
BURNING ISSUE: When 
future starter Francisco 
Liriano, the lone lefthander in 
the bullpen, pitches extended 
innings and needs a rest, the 
team doesn’t have another 
lefthander to turn to. If 

LHP Dennys Reyes is 

called up from Class AAA, 
RHP Willie Eyre will be the 
most logical candidate to go 
despite his 2.35 ERA in 

8% innings. —Kelly Thesier 


00 many 


A Not for the Twins’ souped-up offense 


After the Twins finished last season with 
the fewest runs and second-lowest batting 
average in the American League, they did 
what most teams in such a state would 
have done: They changed hitting coaches. 

But one new coach wasn't enough for 
the Twins. In addition to replacing Scott 
Uliger with Joe Vavra, the club asked for 
assistance from one of the greatest players 
in franchise history, Tony Oliva, and a 
Minnesota legend, Hall of Famer Paul 
Molitor. Ullger, who moved to third base 
coach, still helps the hitters from time to 
time. Call it a hitting coach by committee. 

The changes seem to be paying off, at 
least at home. Oliva and Molitor have been 
on the field only at Twins 
home games, and the Twins hit 
.305 in their first nine games at 
the Metrodome, compared 
with .227 in their first eight 
road games. Not surprisingly, 
veterans have gravitated to 
the part-time coaches, who 
had 5,236 hits combined 
during their playing days. 

“Those guys played in the 
big leagues a long time. | don’t 
think Vavra ever played in the big leagues,” Twins center fielder Torii 
Hunter told the St. Paul Pioneer Press, correctly. “He can’t teach me 
anything.” 

Says Oliva: “The big thing is if the players believe in you and they're 
willing to make little changes if they need it.” 

The Twins were turned down by Hall of Famers Rod Carew and 
Molitor, as well as by former All-Star catcher Terry Steinbach, before 
hiring Vavra, whose greatest claim to fame with the club is his ability to 
throw batting practice ambidextrously. So far, the committee approach 
has worked without a hitch. Vavra, after all, still is in charge. He signs off 
on the messages being sent to the hitters and he does much of the early 
work and video work with hitters. 

“['ve always said, ‘Use everything you can to make yourself better,’ ” 
manager Ron Gardenhire told the Pioneer Press. “My coaches all know 
that we’re not about stepping on toes or anything like that. We're talking 
about winning, and whatever we have to do around here to win is what 
we're going to try to take advantage of.” 


© HEAR, HEAR 


‘Everybody wanted to play for the 
Yankees when they were younger. 
That’s all you knew, the Yankees 


and the Braves.’ 


—Twins center fielder Torii Hunter, to Sporting News 

e. Radio’s Bob Berger and Arnie Spanier, on Johnny Damon's 
fs Campaigning to make Hunter a teammate. Check out 
Tori’s online diary at radio.sportingnews.com. 


JIM MONE / AP 


Oliva (above) and Molitor 
(below left) have dugout 
cred with vets in search 
of some wisdom. 
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THE CLOSER ' 


Hitters 
deserve 
credit for 


their power” 
surge 


After the first few weeks, home 
runs were way up over last year’s 
pace. Many of the usual suspects 
were responsible: Albert Pujols, 
Adam Dunn, Andruw Jones, 
Morgan Ensberg, Jim Thome. 
There were some new faces, too: 
Chris Shelton, Johnny Gomes, 
Nick Swisher, Ty Wigginton. 

So why are there so many 
homers? The cynics are saying 
the balls are wound tighter. Since 
the steroids era has come and 
gone, the thinking goes, the 
powers that be contacted the 
Rawlings ball guy and said, “Hey, 
man, let’s kill our third basemen 
and make the fans hate the 
pitchers. Wind the balls tighter.” 

I was in Oakland last week 
when Eric Chavez said he could 
tell a big difference from last year. 
Now, | admit that Rawlings can 
make the balls tighter when it 
wants, The company has done it 
for home run contests at All-Star 
Games. Last year, when the game 
was at that cavernous hole—oh, 
excuse me, I got Comerica Park 
confused with the Grand 
Canyon—players said there was a 
big difference. | don’t particularly 
like the juiced-ball theory, 
though. Too easy. 

And by the way, who are the 
powers that be? They’re the 
owners. More homers mean more 
money for free agents-to-be. Are 
you sure the owners want to do 
that? Maybe Nike paid the powers 
that be because chicks really do 
dig the long ball. 


How about the weather 
being juiced? We had a nice 
break from the cold starts that 
the cold-weather cities are used 
to trying to fight through. The 
home run leaders, for the most 
part, are players from cold-weather 
cities. This year, those cities 
haven't been cold. The ball is 
carrying really well in Comerica, 
which is as good as any indication 
that it’s a good time to be a hitter. 

The impact of playing in the 
World Baseball Classic is another 
possible reason for the rise in 
homers, but for every Pujols and 
Ortiz, there’s a Shelton or Dunn 
who didn’t play. 

What about bad pitching? 
Don’t forget to hate on the 
pitchers. We would not want to 
be left out. 

I know this is all a plot to get 
back at Barry Bonds. If Shelton 
hits 325 homers this season, it will 
take the bad taste out of 
everybody’s mouths about Bonds. 
At this rate, Shelton will pass Ruth 
in about 2 years. I guess the 
powers that be wouldn't mind that. 

OK, slow down. As a guy whose 
glass always is half-full, I’d like to 
stand up and salute the hitters. 
Maybe there’s no more steroids, 
no corked bats, no greenies, no 
Senate debates. Maybe the 
excuses are out of the way. 
Maybe all the work in the video 
rooms, weight rooms and 
trainers’ rooms is paying off. 

Maybe you just might have to 
trust that these guys are good. 


G Todd Jones is a reliever for the Tigers. E-mail him at tiones @ sportingnews.com. 


LOS ANGELES ANGELS 


RHP Hector Carrasco needs to step up and focus on getting his pitches down while 
he takes the rotation spot of RHP Bartolo Colon (shoulder) for a couple of weeks. 
Carrasco has been paying the price for location problems with his breaking ball and 
slider. RHP Kevin Gregg was called up from Class AAA Salt Lake to take Colon's spot 
on the roster. Gregg has cleaned up his delivery and is a candidate to be a spot 
starter or pitch in long relief. ... 2B Adam Kennedy is off to a fast start. He has worked 
on smoothing out his swing and has benefited from having runners on base in front of 
him. BURNING ISSUE: Defense was a major strength of the team last season, when 
the Angels tied for the highest fielding percentage in the majors. After committing just 
87 errors in 2005, the team had 15 in the first 15 games this season. Most have 
been of the mental variety, but the lapses on defense have led to a lot of unearned 
runs, which has put additional pressure on the pitching staff. Mike Scarr 


OAKLAND ATHLETICS 


RHP Chad Gaudin, who posted a 0.52 ERA in three Class AAA starts, will join the 

bullpen. The starters have been inconsistent, so Gaudin will be used as a long reliever. 
He will take over for a struggling starter or late in tie games. ... SS Bobby Crosby has 

slumped since missing four games with a deep cut on his left index finger. He has 

been swinging without wrapping the finger around the bat—he holds it straight out— 
but insists that's not the reason for his slide. He thinks the time off has affected him. 
Missed games because of a 

strained triceps may have 

also affected his timing. 
BURNING ISSUE: RHP Esteban 

Loaiza typically throws an 

88- to 91-mph fastball, but he 

was closer to topping out in the 

mid-80s in his first two starts, 
His velocity improved in his 

2 third start, but his arm angle 

~ remains inconsistent. When 

my = Loaiza drops his elbow, his 

cutter—his best pitch—flattens 

7 3 Out and becomes hittable. The 
Wj = team needs Loaiza to be more 

g consistent. —Mychael Urban 


Loaiza 
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SEATTLE MARINERS 


RHP Joel Pineiro has been working to become more of a finesse pitcher. He also has 
been one of pitching coach Rafael Chaves’ main pupils in an organizational effort to 
work faster and get into a better rhythm earlier in games. So far, it’s paying off. ... 
LHP George Sherrill's abysmal spring was compounded by shoulder stiffness. He 
has regained his breaking stuff and is tough on lefthanded hitters, which makes 

him a valuable late-innings option for manager Mike Hargrove. BURNING ISSUE: 
LHP Eddie Guardado’s job as closer isn't officially in jeopardy, but he must clear up 
his command problems in a hurry to keep it. The Mariners still appreciate his guts, 
guile and clubhouse leadership, but a pitcher such as Guardado, who's 35 

and rarely touches 90 mph with his fastball, can’t survive in the majors if he’s not 
hitting the corners of the strike zone consistently. Lately, Guardado hasn't been 
hitting the strike zone at all. —Doug Miller 


TEXAS RANGERS 


The Rangers sent OF Laynce Nix to Class AAA Oklahoma after he hit .094 while 
playing in nine of the Rangers’ first 16 games, The team brought up OF Adam Hyzdu in 
his place. The move leaves the Rangers with an outfield of LF Brad Wilkerson, CF Gary 
Matthews and RF Kevin Mench. Mench has been erratic on defense, though, so 
Adrian Brown also is an option. ... Manager Buck Showalter was encouraged when 
the Mariners chose to pitch to 1B Mark Teixeira with a runner on second and first 
base open. He saw that as a sign that teams are respecting DH Phil Nevin as the 
cleanup hitter. BURNING ISSUE: Showalter is standing behind RHP Francisco 
Cordero as his closer but has alternatives in RHPs Akinori Otsuka and Antonio 
Alfonseca. Cordero had an 11.00 ERA and converted just three of six save opportunities 
through nine appearances. The Rangers want Cordero to use his fastball more. He Says 
his pitch selection is fine and that he just needs to make better pitches. —7-R, Sullivan 
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BASEBALL 


OUTSIDE the box > 
April 20, 2006: 


Franco proves age is but a number 


Julio Franco essentially had been out of the majors for four years when the 
Braves decided to give him a look in 2001. To acquire his rights, the club 
reportedly agreed to give his Mexican League team two tickets to any potential 
World Series games played in Atlanta that season. (The Braves eventually lost in 
the NLCS to the Diamondbacks.) 

Without the deal, Franco likely wouldn’t have resurfaced. But he used it to 
spark a run that continued last Thursday when, at 47 years, 240 days old, he 
became the oldest player in major league history to hit a home run. 

Four players who played in the game—Jose Reyes, David Wright, Josh Barfield 
and Adrian Gonzalez—weren't alive when Franco made his major league debut 
on April 23, 1982. Franco was listed as 20 then, although he really was 23 (we 
think). —Rob Hurtt 


New York AB R H RBI San Diego AB R H RBI 
Reyes, SS ely AP AO) Roberts, LF ae ee 
Lo Duca, C 5 000 Young,PH-LF 1 0 0 0 
Beltran, CF 2 Oy e850 Barfield, 2B 4 0 0 0 
Chavez, CF Pdlers | gt S| Giles, RF Ee | 
Delgado, 1B ArT W202 Piazza, C SO) Deg 
Wright, 3B Sted te Mirabelli, C £0, OO 
Floyd, LF Ae Oe BL Gonzalez,1B 3 0 0 0 
Nady, RF Ay erie Greene, SS ACOn 140) 
‘Matsui,2B 4 1 1 1 Castilla, 3B 3) 0 0: 10 
Trachsel, P PLM) Johnson, CF Bel 20 
Bradford, P 000 0 Peavy, P 2/0; O40 
Feliciano, P OO OG Blum, PH 15.0% OO 
Sanchez, P 0000 Linebrink, P 000 0 
Franco, PH Zi Be ve Embree, P 0000 
Heilman, P 0"-0. 0-0 Cassidy, P 0.70), 10) *G 
Valentin,PH 1 0 1 0 Adkins, P 0902 O40 
Julio, P Om 0) 10).0 Totals 32) 2h 2 
Totals 7 Gal fea bt 


Eric Young was the 
second-oldest 
player in this 
game. He's 38. 


NewYork 001 000 060-7 12 0 
San Diego 101 000 000-2 70 


DP: New York 2, San Diego 2. LOB: New York 
4, San Diego 5. 2B: Wright, Nady. 3B: 
Roberts. HR: C. Delgado (6), K. Matsui (1), 
J. Franco (1). SB: Reyes, Wright, Greene. 


Josh Barfield can compare 
notes with his father, Jesse. 
The elder Barfield, who is 
younger than Franco, played 
against Franco in the 
majors. Jesse has been out 
of the game since 1992. 


Fresh off the D.L., Kazuo Matsui hit an 
inside-the-park home run in his first at-bat. 
He has begun each of his three major 
league seasons with a homer. Matsui and 
Franco both debuted in the Japanese Pacific 
League in 1995. Matsui was 19. 


Jose Valentin and Franco were 
teammates on the 1997 Brewers. 


New York IP H R ER BB SO San Diego IP H R ER BB SO 
Trachsel HiOfaG) 2eo2e mei. Peavy TOW Alt Di TOR 35 
Bradford OO JOR 0, 100 Linebrink,l,1-2 02 3 3 3 0 0 
Feliciano Ost? TOU. OP 70» OTE Embree OOS: £3!) 35 eO 
Sanchez,W,1-0 0.2 0 0 0 0 O Cassidy 05.0) 0. 0 
Heilman LOF CO GO Oh 92 Adkins 2. S00 Om 0 
Julio TOTO Oy 10 900 2 


Umpires: C.B. Bucknor, John Hirschbeck, Mark Carlson, Scott Linebrink, one of the best 


Chris Guccione. Time: 2:53. Attendance: 28,791. 


setup men in the game, had given 
up a game-deciding home run the 
previous week to another J. 
Franc—the Braves’ Jeff Francoeur. 
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ATLANTA BRAVES 


LF Ryan Langerhans is top-notch on defense and versatile 
on offense. He has batted third in 3B Chipper Jones’ 
absence, and if 2B Marcus Giles (finger) misses significant 
time, Langerhans might slide into the leadoff spot because 
of his patience at the plate. ... LHP Chuck James was a 
CEP | dominant minor league starter last season thanks to a 
sneaky-quick fastball. He's a major league reliever this year, 
Langerhans but until he develops another pitch to complement his 
fastball and changeup, it might be best for him to remain in the bullpen. 
BURNING ISSUE: When LHP Horacio Ramirez (hamstring) returns from the disabled 
list, the Braves need to move RHP Jorge Sosa back to the bullpen and hope that his 
contro! problems don't hurt them. RHP John Thomson deserves to stay in the rotation, 


JOHN CORDES FOR TSN 


and Sosa hasn't worked out of jams as well as he did last year. —Mark Bowman 


FLORIDA MARLINS 


One way opponents are pitching 
around 3B Miguel Cabrera is by giving 
him breaking pitches off the plate in 
fastball counts. Teams aren't giving 
Cabrera much to hit. ... LHP Scott 
Olsen is working on spotting his fastball 
on both sides of the plate, along with 
getting command of his changeup, a 
big third pitch for him. Olsen’s 
bread-and-butter pitch is his slider. 
BURNING ISSUE: The team explored 
trade options for a center fielder this 
spring but didn’t make a deal because 
Reggie Abercrombie played well 
enough to get a shot. That decision is in 
question now because Abercrombie 
and Eric Reed haven't hit well. Both are 
strong defensively, though Reed has 
more speed and range. Offensively, 
both are being asked to work through 
their struggles while batting in the 
eighth spot. Abercrombie has more 
power and overall tools, so he has been 
given more chances. —Joe Frisaro 


PHILADELPHIA PHILLIES 
RHP Gavin Floyd got hit hard in two of 
his first three starts, which spurred 
whispers about his ability to survive at 
the major league level. The issue is his 
lack of command, especially his 
inability to throw his curve for strikes. ... 
OF David Dellucci has struggled in a 
pinch-hitting role. He hasn't provided 
the lefthanded pop manager Charlie 
Manuel wants. BURNING ISSUE: The 
struggling pitching staff has put the 
offense in early holes and sapped 
momentum. If things don’t change, the 
Phillies might consider inserting 

RHP Ryan Franklin into the rotation 
and returning Floyd to Class AAA. 

RHP Yoel Hernandez, one of the final 
spring cuts and the closer at Class AAA, 
then could be summoned to take 
Franklin’s spot in the bullpen. Down the 
toad, the club could turn to top prospect 
LHP Cole Hamels, who's tearing up 
Class A and could be on the verge of a 
promotion to Class AAA. —Ken Mandel 


NEW YORK METS 


1B Julio Franco's recent 
accomplishments aside, the Mets’ 
bench is limited. OF Victor Diaz was 
sent to the minors, Ramon Castro 
rarely is an option because he is the 
only alternate catcher, and utilityman 
Jose Valentin isn’t producing. ... Franco 
won't get as many at-bats as he did 
with the Braves last season, but his 
leadership—which was touted by 

LHP Tom Glavine before Franco's 
signing—makes him worth the team’s 
investment. BURNING ISSUE: The 
Mets don't think 2B Anderson 
Hernandez (back) will need to have 
surgery, but his return is iffy. Kaz 
Matsui, the starter the past two 
seasons, has a big salary and could 
demand playing time. Hernandez is a 
dependable, occasionally brilliant 
defender who helps the pitching staff 
with his ability to turn double plays. He's 
limited with the bat, but the team’s 
offense is good enough. —Marty Noble 


WASHINGTON NATIONALS 


OF Ryan Church has been more 
selective at the plate since returning 
from the minors. The improvement in 
patience really started this spring, 
when Church led the team with 10 
walks, but he was sent down because 
of a low batting average. Church says 
he now has a game plan before he 
reaches the plate. ... LHP Billy Traber 
has replaced RHP Ryan Drese in the 
rotation. Drese has a flexor tendon 
strain in his right elbow; it's his 
second injury in less than a year. 
BURNING ISSUE: The tenuous status 
of LHP Joey Eischen has left the team 
with a shaky lefthanded relief 
situation. Eischen, who has tendinitis 
in his left shoulder, has had a difficult 
time getting hitters out. That has 
baffled manager Frank Robinson, who 
has been a big supporter of Eischen. 
The injury has forced Eischen to 
change his mechanics and led to 
problems on the mound. —Bill Ladson 
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TSN: You won 18 games last 
season, your first as a full-time 
starter. What do you look back 
on as your best accomplishment 
from 2005? 

CAPUANO: The fact I made 35 
starts. I took the ball every five 
days for my team, and I didn’t 
miss a start. That's always my 
No. 1 goal, especially after having 
elbow surgery in 2002. 

TSN: You graduated from Duke 
with a degree in economics. What 
was your toughest class? 

CAPUANO: Microeconomics. | 
had this teacher who was from 
Asia, and he didn’t speak English 
all that well. The subject matter 


Brewers LHP 


CHRIS CAPUANO 


was complicated—a lot of 
numbers, a lot of equations—and 
I couldn’t understand him on top 
of that. Definitely my hardest. 

TSN: Easiest? 

CAPUANO: Golf. We went to the 
range three days a week and hit 
golf balls. That wasn’t too hard. It 
was an elective I was able to take 
my senior year. 

TSN: How is the general mood 
of the Brewers this season 
compared to last? 

CAPUANO: Last year we expected 
to win as many games as we 
could. This is the first year we 
legitimately have a chance of 
making the playoffs. We look 


around at the guys we have and 
say, “You know, this is realistic.” If 
we play hard, don’t make mistakes 
and stay healthy, we legitimately 
can expect to win a lot of games 
and make the playoffs. 

TSN: What’s the main difference 
between the Brewers and 
established contenders such as 
the Cardinals? 

CAPUANO: The Cardinals 
consistently play solid baseball. 
Baserunners consistently go first 
to third on base hits. They turn 
double plays routinely. They 
make all the plays they're 
supposed to make. We have the 
talent to be that way, and we 


DARREN HAUCK / AP 


should be that way every day. But 
sometimes young players, myself 
included, have lapses in mental 
concentration or, for whatever 
reason, a physical lapse. 

TSN: When you pick up the 
newspaper, do you go to the 
sports or business section? 

CAPUANO: | generally go right to 
the crossword. A lot of guys on 
the team are into Sudoku, and it’s 
all right, but I stick to the 
traditional crossword. The New 
York Times’ always is difficult, as 
is the (Los Angeles) Times’. But 
USA Today, | can usually knock 
that out and go on about reading 
the paper. —Stan McNeal 


CHICAGO CUBS 


Give C Henry Blanco credit for 
helping LHP Glendon Rusch. 
Rusch has become more 
aggressive—and more 
effective—in recent starts, 
Blanco may not be the 
best-hitting catcher, but 
he does get the pitchers’ 
attention behind the plate. ... 
{ : RHP Angel Guzman and 
Ni \\ LHP Rich Hill are candidates 
to replace RHP Jerome 
Williams in the rotation. Williams was demoted to Class AAA 
lowa on Sunday because of inconsistency. Guzman was 
struggling with his command at lowa; Hill had a 1.42 ERA in his 
first three starts there. BURNING ISSUE: What will first base 
look like without Derrek Lee? 2B Todd Walker likely will get most 
of the playing time, and IF/OF John Mabry and OF Michael 
Restovich also will get at-bats as manager Dusty Baker goes 
with the best matchups. Walker can use the time at first to 
prove he can hit lefthanders and become the full-time second 
baseman after Lee comes off the D.L. —Carrie Muskat 
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MILWAUKEE BREWERS 


LHP Chris Capuano's fastball tops out about 89 mph, but his 
new cut fastball, his slider and especially his changeup make up 
for his lack of an overpowering heater. The changeup can be a 
lethal strikeout pitch when Capuano is pitching well. ... OF Corey 
Hart was sent down to Class AAA when the team needed 
pitching help, but look for him to return once the bullpen is back 
in order. BURNING ISSUE: Manager Ned Yost's toughest task is 
finding playing time for utilityman Bill Hall, a five-tool player who 
was bumped from a starting job when the club acquired 

3B Corey Koskie. Hall has good pop—eight of his first 11 hits 
went for extra bases—which has many calling for Yost to find a 
way to play Hall every day. Yost will try to play Hall once a week 
at shortstop and at second base. He will play third base or 
center field when the team faces a lefthander. —Adam McCalvy 


CINCINNATI REDS 


C Jason LaRue (knee) is off the D.L., but manager 
Jerry Natron will bring him back slowly—something 
he has the luxury to do because the team is carrying 
three catchers, For now, LaRue won't catch many 


back-to-back games or day games after night games. 


David Ross and Javier Valentin will play more often, 
With the extra depth, Valentin can pinch hit earlier in 
games. ... IF/OF Ryan Freel has been drawing more 
walks, which he attributes to seeing the ball better 
and improving his concentration. He also says he’s 
continuing to be patient at the plate even when he's 
not successful. BURNING ISSUE: When CF Ken 
Griffey (knee) returns from the D.L., the Reds 

will need to find somewhere to put Freel, who has 
been productive in the leadoff spot. 2B Brandon 
Phillips has been swinging a red-hot bat, and 

Freel and Phillips bat righthanded, so a platoon 
would not be ideal. —Mark Sheldon 


PITTSBURGH PIRATES 


2B Jose Castillo shows no hesitation while turning 
double plays after offseason surgery to fix a 

knee injury. He was hurt on a takeout slide by 
Cardinals IF Hector Luna last August. Castillo’s 
defensive prowess, coupled with a more selective 
approach and better pop at the plate, has the club 
believing he is about to become the complete player 
it expected him to be. ... LHP Oliver Perez has 
regained much of the life on his fastball, but his 
control remains a concer. Perez's inconsistent 
mechanics have made it difficult for him to locate 
his fastball on the outer edges of the strike zone. 
BURNING ISSUE: How long will RHP lan Snell 
remain in the rotation? Snell has shown little 
command of his off-speed pitches and occasionally 
loses concentration. If his problems persist, look for 
the club to promote LHP Tom Gorzelanny from 
Class AAA Indianapolis. —Ed Eagle 
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HOUSTON ASTROS 


LHP Andy Pettitte continues to improve his 
command with each start, even though his record 
doesn’t show it. Pettitte is encouraged by the rise in 
velocity, and for the first time in a while his fastball 
has been hitting the low 90s. ... Lance Berkman’s 
success at the plate partly is the result of how 
comfortable he is at first base, where he played in 
college. Berkman’s tireless work with coach Doug 
Mansolino during spring training appears to be 
paying off. BURNING ISSUE: Trever Miller's elbow 
injury leaves Phil Garner with one lefthanded option 
in the bullpen: Mike Gallo. He hasn’t been effective 
against lefthanded hitters, which is problematic 
because many N.L. Central teams have heavy-hitting 
lefties. The team needs a righthander who can get 
out lefthanders consistently, but the entire bullpen 
has struggled so Garner doesn't have many options 
to choose from. —Alyson Footer 


5ST. LOUIS CARDINALS 


Hector Luna has earned a share of the second base 
job with Aaron Miles. If Luna continues to hit well, 
he'll get time at other positions; in particular, he could 
play left field against lefthanders. ... Scott Spiezio is 
the preferred choice to fill in when the club wants to 
rest 3B Scott Rolen. Spiezio’s defense has been 
impressive. He is a switch hitter who is more effective 
from the left side. BURNING ISSUE: The club badly 
needs one more offensive threat. A return to form by 
RF Juan Encarnacion would help, but left field is the 
greatest variable. The club loves So Taguchi's defense 
and the little things he does, but Taguchi isn’t the 
same hitter he was last year. John Rodriguez has more 
pop than Taguchi but isn’t as strong on defense and 
has had trouble staying healthy. It would help a great 
deal if Larry Bigbie (heel) could stay healthy and be 
effective. But Bigbie might need time to get up to 
speed after he comes off the D.L. —Matthew Leach 


5/5/06 . SPORTING NEWS . 35 


BRIAN HITCH / AP; PHOTO ILLUSTRATION BY STEVE ROMER / TSN 


Late last week, rumors reached the Sportinc News’ 
home office that Roger Clemens was ready to re-sign with 
the Astros—as long as the club agreed to meet the 
following requirements: 


Team owner Drayton McLane buys him a tractor— 
and it better be nicer than the one McLane bought 
Roy Oswalt last year, dang it. 

?. Brad Ausmus catches all of his starts ... and is on call 
24/7 to hold Clemens’ feet when he does his sit-ups. 
Everyone on the roster changes his first name to 
something that starts with “K” 

4. The club changes its nickname to Longhorns. 

5. The club drafts all of his kids—and his grandkids. 

5. Brandon Backe quits following him around like an 
annoying intern. 

The Astros petition to have the Cy Young Award renamed 
in his honor. 
Clemens is transported to and from the mound on a 
throne carried by four randomly selected teammates. 
9. His listed weight is reduced to 195. 

10. His son Koby is called up every time he pitches. 

11. He only has to pitch twice a month until September. Oh, 
and he'll need July off. 
He’s guaranteed to start Game 1 of the World Series 
(the first two innings, at least). 


ARIZONA DIAMONDBACKS 

SS Craig Counsell showed why he is regarded as a heads-up 
player when he took third base on a flyout to Giants LF Randy 
Winn. Counsell saw that Winn backpedaled while catching the ball 
and realized he wouldn't be able to quickly get his momentum 
behind the throw. ... LHP Terry Mulholland (elbow) is on the D.L., so 
the club has no lefthander in the bullpen. Manager Bob Melvin has 
been more cognizant of which righthanded relievers match up well 
with lefthanded hitters. RHP Luis Vizcaino went through his first 14 
lefthanded hitters without allowing a base hit, and RHP Brandon 
Lyon did the same through his first eight. BURNING ISSUE: The 
club must get more production out of the rotation. Besides 

RHP Brandon Webb, no starter has provided consistent innings. If 
that doesn’t change and the bullpen continues to be taxed, 
relievers could break down. —Steve Gilbert 


COLORADO ROCKIES 

Eli Marrero and Jason Smith might form a right-left platoon at 
first base while 1B Todd Helton (stomach) is on the D.L. Both have 
hit for power this season. ... An early-season wrist injury has left 
2B Luis Gonzalez struggling. He must regain the ability to judge 
off-speed and breaking pitches. ... RHP Miguel Asencio, who was 
effective at attacking the strike zone with a fastball and slider this 
spring, took RHP Zach Day's rotation spot. Day was designated for 
assignment because of two bad performances, after which he 
talked of tightness in his right shoulder. BURNING ISSUE: It's too 
early to call it a trend, but the team’s inability to score runs at 
home is a concern. No one is panicking, but the Rockies finished 
under .500 at home the past two years and need to be strong at 
Coors Field for this year's encouraging start—the team is above 
.500 on the road—to last. —Thomas Harding 
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LOS ANGELES DODGERS 
The catchers’ inability to throw out 
basestealers is a growing concern. 
Dioner Navarro is having problems 
with his throwing motion, and the first 
nine steal attempts against him were 
successful. Backup Sandy Alomar 
caught only one of the first 10 runners 
who attempted to steal against him. ... 
RHP Brad Penny has been the team’s 
top starter and has displayed great 
control. He is throwing a splitter again, 
which has contributed a lot to his 
improvement. BURNING ISSUE: 

The return of SS Cesar Izturis (elbow) 
is causing some hand-wringing. He 
lost his starting spot when Rafael 
Furcal was signed, and the club 
wants Izturis to play a utility role. He’s 
willing to play some games at second 
base, but he’s reluctant to play the 
outfield as the team has requested. 
Asking for a trade could be his best 
option. —Ken Gurnick 


FRANCIS SPECKER / AP 


SAN DIEGO PADRES 

Quality work by veteran RHPs Woody Williams and Chan Ho Park 
has helped solidify the rotation behind RHPs Jake Peavy and Chris 
Young. LHP Shawn Estes’ elbow strain created an opportunity for 
RHP Clay Hensley, who has the repertoire and makeup to 
eventually find a permanent home in the rotation. ... 3B Vinny 
Castilla was 9-for-20 in back-to-back series against two of his 
former teams, Atlanta and Colorado. Castilla remains an excellent 
glove man, and his leadership has been a plus. BURNING ISSUE: 
The bench was a major factor in the team’s run to the N.L. West title 
in 2005, but it is having trouble delivering in late-inning situations. 
Manager Bruce Bochy is counting on Mark Bellhorn, Geoff Blum, 
Eric Young and Doug Mirabelli, but they lack pinch-hitting 
experience with games on the line. Still, they are veterans and likely 
will be able to adjust to new roles. —Lyle Spencer 


SAN FRANCISCO GIANTS 

OF Randy Winn is having an uncharacteristically hot April, which he 
attributes to staying in a groove with his mechanics. That usually 
doesn’t happen until the summer. Focusing on keeping his 
mechanics simple and consistent has paid off. ... RHP Brad 
Hennessey could stay with the Giants even when LHP Noah Lowry 
(oblique) returns. Hennessey, a spot starter, has learned to stay 
relaxed on the mound. BURNING ISSUE: Considered a strength 
heading into the season, the bullpen has been shaky. Culprits 
have been LHP Jack Taschner, who was sent to Class AAA Fresno, 
LHP Jeff Fassero and RHP Tyler Walker, who was designated for 
assignment. RHP Armando Benitez, a closer, was unavailable 
(knee) and then blew his first save opportunity of the season. 
Manager Felipe Alou may put Hennessey in the bullpen, hoping to 
settle it down, when Lowry returns to the rotation. —Rich Draper 


| t 2.66 miles in length, 
| Talladega Speedway is 
NASCAR's Big Daddy 
| racetrack. 

It’s also the arena for 
some of the gnarliest wrecks in 
racing. Why? There are always 
plenty of drivers who forget to 
engage their brains when they 
strap into the racecar. 

Just because these guys are 
the best in stock car racing 
doesn’t mean they understand 
give and take—a shortcoming 
not exclusive to Talladega but 
critical considering the 
ramifications of slam-dancing 


It's no surprise Tony Stewart had 
a super test at Richmond earlier 
this month. It's Smoke's favorite 
track and the site of his first Cup 
victory. All of this gives the 

No. 20 car a huge advantage as 
RIR hosts the final race before 
the Chase. 

Firing Jason Keller, who was 
12th in the Busch standings, 
was ridiculous, especially 
considering the top five on 

the leaderboard, plus 
eighth-place Kyle Busch, are 

all Buschwhackers. 


while racing in four-wide packs 
at 195 mph. 

Despite the extra width of the 
racetrack (48 feet all around the 
track—8 feet wider than 
Daytona—with an additional 12 
feet at the apron), the question 
of real estate and who owns it 
comes into play often. And as 
with real estate, location is 
everything. 

As fast as the competitors 
travel at Talladega, a driver must 
be aware constantly of what’s 
going on around him. A spotter 
can guide his driver in trying to 
steer clear of wrecks or can 
recommend avoiding another 
driver who's racing like an idiot, 
but a spotter can’t hit the radio 
button fast enough to warn his 
driver of a competitor's cutting 
him off. 

The bottom line is that drivers 
must police themselves. If 
drivers respect their fellow 
competitors, that’s half the 
battle. But respect is learned 
over time. Younger racers 
entering NASCAR's top series 
have been conditioned to drive 
fast at any cost, respect be 
damned. 

Champions Matt Kenseth and 
Tony Stewart often cite Mark 
Martin as the standard for all 
young drivers. Martin’s humble 


m setting 


reply: “Honestly, respect is the 
greatest compliment that you 
could ever give anyone, so that 
kind of respect means 
everything to me.” 

Martin, who has won twice at 
Talladega, says he learned 
racing etiquette from racers 
such as Dick Trickle. These men 
took care of their equipment 
because they raced five nights a 
week for love of the sport and 
didn’t have the time, the crews 
or the funds to repair mangled 
racecars. 

Kenseth, Stewart and Dale 
Earnhardt Jr. aren’t so young 
anymore, and they're the last of 
a vanishing breed who worked 
on their own cars—and it shows. 
Martin attributes many young 
drivers’ overaggressiveness to 
their lack of experience “fixing 
their own racecars.” 

“It probably would take 
months to fix one wreck without 
any help,” Martin says. “You 
wouldn't fix it but once, and you 
wouldn't tear it up anymore.” 

Martin is definitely on to 
something, and owners should 
take note. If they have a driver 
who is intent on causing wrecks, 
make him spend a week in the 
fabrication shop rebuilding the 
car. It’s a lesson he wouldn't 


soon forget. TSN 


GLENN SMITH / AP 


1976: 


With Valvoline 
in their engines, 
Cale Yarborough. 

and Darrell Waltrip 

take NASCAR® by 

storm, going on to 
win a combined 


6 championships. 
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Valvoline. 
TESTED ON THE TRACK. 
TRUSTED ON THE ROAD: 
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POWER TOOLs 


TOP Cuone 


sSRSEN Pecouets 


Consider 

- the favorites Sunday at 
Talladega, especially because 
he won the season-opening 
restrictor-plate race at Daytona. 
But there’s a catch. Johnson's 
Daytona 500-winning ride is 
currently on display at Daytona 
USA. Instead of bringing the 
Daytona backup car to 
Talladega, the No. 48 crew will 
roll out a brand-new Chevrolet. 
Johnson says he learned in 
Daytona that the best strategy 
on restrictor-plate tracks is to 
remain calm in order to be a 


mo rs 


e on the No. 40 Dodge, replacing 
Je . Lane was recently car 
chief for F on the No, 41 
car, the position Vandermoss moved into. 
Stremme says he “has faith” in Lane but 
adds the move is like “starting over” 
Stremme is 36th in points. » Speaking of 
Ganassi, team manager Anc , who 
had been with the organization since 

purchased majority interest from 

, resigned last week. Graves 

is rumored to be joining the Toyota camp. 
> Back in black! Dale Earnh will 
drive a black No. 8 car at Talladega— 


The grass on the Toyota 
side of the fence was not 
green enough for Kevi 

. Apparently, his 
overblown proposal to Toyota 
was shot down, so he has 
changed his tune toward 
current car owner, Richard 
Childress Racing. Harvick 
was spinning poetically last 
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A deal with Toyota apparently 


factor in the end. is dead, so Harvick may weekend; he turned up his Saturday would have been his father's 
re-sign with Childress. charm—and his 55th birthday. Crew chief 


performance by sweeping says he'll do whatever it takes to put the 


38. 


Back stretch: 4,000 feet / 2° 
—_—_— 


SSS." 
Front stretch; 4,300 feet / 18° 


Sludge robs your car of power and 
acceleration. Castrol GTX; Maximum 


protection against sludge buildup. 
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the Busch and Cup races at Phoenix. 
Certainly, the best way for a driver to 
raise his stock is by establishing 
numbers worthy of the purchase price. 
Now, it’s up to , to 
decide whether the baggage is worth it. 
> Major changes at Roush Racing 
during the off-week thrust team 
engineer Wally Brown out of the 
shadows and into the spotlight as 
;’ crew chief, and he didn't wilt. 

At Phoenix, where it sometimes is 
difficult to hit the setup, Edwards 
finished fourth and jumped from 22nd 
to 16th in points. Be 1e, 
Edwards’ former crew chief, didn't have 
results that good with his new driver, 
lami . He finished 15th and 
is 20th in points. > Chip Ganassi 
Racing shuffled chiefs last week; 

took over as crew chief for 


car in victory lane. “| might be fined, but 
I'll win it)’ Eury says. Considering how 
strong the car was at Daytona and the 
improvement DEI has made in the engine 
department this year, the No. 8 is a lock. 
> expressed his dismay 
regarding Goodyear's selection of drivers 
for tire tests this season. His concern is 
understandable considering NASCAR 
severely limited testing this season. It is 
curious why Gordon, a four-time 
champion, has been excluded from 
testing, especially from this week's 
session at the Brickyard, where he leads 
all drivers in victories. & NASCAR will 
announce plans this week for combining 
what were once the Winston West and 
Busch North series to create the 
equivalent of a Class A stock car league. 
The circuit will use composite bodies and 
spec engines. 


| 


Pit Box: Who will win at Talladega? 


Fantasy experts Vinnie lyer and Roger Kuznia pick Nextel Cup race winners (or 
championship winners heading into a week off). Follow their running feud every 
week, in the magazine and at sportingnews.com/nascar/pitbox. 


Roger: Jeff Gordon isn’t driving a 
black SS with a navigation system, 
but he certainly knows his way 
around Talladega. Hendrick 
Motorsports is the main force in 
restrictor-plate racing, and Gordon is 
the organization’s best driver on 
those tracks. He has won the past 
two spring Talladega races, and more 
beverage cans will be tossed his way 
when he beats fan fave Dale 
Earnhardt Jr. Kurt Busch can’t knock 
his way to victory here. 

Sleeper pick: Bobby Labonte 

Avoid at all costs: Sterling Marlin 


Vinnie: I'm pinning my ears back 
and going with the elder Busch. | 
always side with men in black in 
Westerns, and Kurt and Kyle are the 
evil stock car counterparts of Bart 
and Bret Maverick. Speaking of 
Maverick, Gordon and his Tom Cruise 
pretty-boyness will be denied 
another day of thunder at Talladega. 
After No. 2 bumps everyone away, 
Roger will know just who's No. 1 in 
the pit box. 


Sleeper pick: Dale Jarrett 
Avoid at all costs: Scott Riggs 


Busch 


To get started in Ultimate Fantasy Stock Car, go to 


fantasygam 


.Sportingnews.com/stock 


season1/ultimate. 


oes 


Five reasons Dale Earnhardt Jr. will win this 
weekend at Talladega, which would give him 


six Cup victories at the track 


It would be a fitting tribute 

to his daddy, who would 
have been 55 on Saturday. 

He needs a redemption 

run after completing only 
19 Japs in the fall race. 


With a crew chief named “Stiffy” 
how can you go wrong? 

“Seeing the air” at the track is a 
family trait. 

Free Budweiser for all the 
inspection officials. —LS. 
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< pm. Hear two racing superstars host their exclusive shows 
Meee” every Thursday on XM Satelite Ratio. Catch Dale, Jr 
and Jimmie Johnson talking about the NASCAR® circuit, music and much more. 
XM is the Exclusive Satellite Radio Service of NASCAR, bringing you all the races 
on the only 24-hour NASCAR Radio channel. Plus, with XM you get America’s 
largest playlist of sports, news, talk and the most commercial-free music channels. 


FROM DALE, JR.'S UNRESTRICTED: 


(On his top five finish) 

“I guess a lot of guys had brake trouble and 
we didn’t... that is just a testament to how 
hard we worked. ..1 think it was the best one 
[race] ! have ever driven.” 


FROM JIMMIE JOHNSON 
NOT WHAT YOU EXPECTED: 


“| respect him [Tony Stewart)...He raced 
me clean. ..He had the opportunity to dump 
me for 10 laps in a row but he just took a 


y shot at me and roughed me up.” 
beats 
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Available at: (65y) 3: compusn waumarT Sears Tweeter GEG oe oe 


Hardware and required $12.95 monthly subscription sold separately. Other fees, taxes and a one-time activation fee may 
apply. Subscription fee is consumer only. All fees and programming subject to change. Channels with frequent explicit 
language are indicated with an XL. Channel blocking is available for XM radio receivers by calling 1-800-XMRADIO. 
Subscriptions subject to Customer Agreement available at xmradio.com. Only available in the 48 Contiguous United States. 
Hardware price and availability may vary by retailer. ©2006 XM Satellite Radio Inc. Listen Large is a trademark of 
XM Satellite Radio Inc. All rights reserved. NASCAR® is a registered trademark of the National Association for Stock Car Auto 
Racing, Inc. ©2006 JR. Motorsports, LLC. The name and likeness of Jimmie Johnsen, and other trademarks and copyrights 
are used with permission of Jimmie Johnson Racing Ul, Inc. All other trademarks are the property of their respective owners. 
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a ss Mother's Day edition: What makes NASCAR moms special? 


Mexico City 2005. 
On March 4th, UPS helped 
facilitate the historic first 
NASCAR Busch Series race in 
Mexico City. UPS helped move 
more than 80 trucks and haulers 
over the Mexican border in minutes 
instead of hours. They took care of 
all the special customs document 
preparation and processing as well 
as security and staging for all the 
teams. And they still managed 
to deliver crucial packages 
trackside, just as they do every 
race weekend. 


Official delivery company of 


NASCAR | 


NASCAR® 5s a registered trademark of the National 
Association for Stock Car Auto Racing, inc 

© 2006 United Parcel Service of America, Inc 

UPS, the UPS brandmark, and the color brown are 
registered trademarks of United Parcel Service of 
America, inc. All rights reserved. 
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NANCY STERLING 


Whether she is raising funds, introducing herself to potential sponsors, drawing up marketing plans or offering 
motherly advice, Nancy always is available to Carl Edwards and his younger brother, Kenny. When Carl was starting 
out on the Midwest tracks Kenny now races on, Nancy worked as the general manager of a communications company 
and took odd jobs such as cleaning houses to ensure her son had the necessary equipment to race. Her biggest 
sacrifice: $34,000 to Carl so he could buy a Silver Crown car. Nancy still considers it one of her best investments. 


GAYE BUSCH She spent plenty of time with her 
husband, Tom, at the track, and two months after both 
Kurt and Kyle were born, they had joined the family at 
the raceway. Gaye worked part time at the Las Vegas 
Bullring as an official, doing scoring, lineups or 
whatever was necessary. When the boys took up the 
family hobby, Gaye continued her full-time job in 
education but kept her weekends open for racing. The 
family could afford decent equipment, but Gaye says it 
hardly was the best. To purchase the boys’ first 
racecars, the Busches sold a 1937 Ford and a 1932 
Ford Coupe from their personal collection. If the 
racecars were damaged during competition, Kyle and 
Kurt had to repair them. When Kurt joined the 
Southwest Tour, Gaye either drove him to the track so 
he could catch up on sleep or she took a red-eye flight 
on Friday to wherever the race was. She worked as a 
scorer on those trips and still does today—for Travis 
Kvapil’s No. 32 Chevrolet. DIANE NEWMAN She 


started taking Ryan to the track when he was 4’. 
Although Diane worked as a bookkeeper, she found 
time to help out wherever she was needed—her main 
job over the years has been working on Ryan's fan club. 
Like most racing moms, Diane just wanted “to spend 
time together as a family” With a new granddaughter at 
home, she doesn't spend nearly as much time at the 
track as she used to, but sometimes that’s a blessing. 
“Especially at restrictor-plate tracks,’ she says, “it’s 
nerve-racking. I’ve adjusted better to some tracks than 
to others. | say a lot of prayers, hang in there and do 
what | can” CAROL WOOD As the wife of team owner 
Eddie, Carol knew what she was getting into early on. 
Carol has a degree in nursing, but she has found a way 
to balance her home life, her career and racing. When 
Jon started racing go-karts and Legends cars, Carol 
filmed his performances so the family could review 
them later. “If the kids enjoyed it, | enjoyed it;’ she says. 


“| just wanted him to be happy and have him succeed.’ 
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( ~ | wouldn't look for Hercules on draft * I'd look 


SSS 


for a football player. And I've already found a few. 
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pDAM POMPEI 


Give me this dozen—and I'll whip your butt 


Perhaps the most puzzling 
move of the offseason is the 
Bills’ giving a four-year, 

$10 million deal to wideout 
Peerless Price, who has been 
cut by two teams in eight 
months and appeared to have 
drawn no other interest at 
that level. Considering Price 
was a second-round pick who 
was traded for a first-rounder 
and now has a big contract as 
a free agent, he is one of the 
most overvalued players in 
NFL history. 

| find it hard to believe the 
Chargers will be a better 
team if they trade linebacker 
Donnie Edwards, a solid 
performer who consistently 
makes as many plays as 
almost any linebacker. 

It's funny how everyone 
accepts the draft trade value 
chart as gospel. Everyone has 
a copy of it, sono team wants 
to accept less than what the 
chart says is fair. But who 
says the chart is right? 
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art of Jimmy Johnson’s 

draft tradition was to take 

in all the information from 

his scouts, then identify 10 

to 15 players he wanted on 
his team. Each might not have fit 
the mold of what a player at his 
position was supposed to look 
like, but every one was a 
playmaker. Johnson did what he 
could to get them. 

In my annual ode to Jimmy, | 
pick a dozen playmakers I would 
try to get on my team this 
weekend. 

Early first round: A.J. Hawk, 
Ohio State linebacker. I’m not 
saying I would take him ahead of 
Reggie Bush, who has the most 
potential for greatness of any 
player in the draft. But Hawk is 
the safest pick. And he has 
considerable potential for 
greatness. If he stays healthy, he 
will give life to a defense, a team 
and an organization before he is 
through. 

First to second round: Abdul 
Hodge, lowa linebacker. He will 
lead a team in tackles for the next 
10 years. 

Second round: Charlie 
Whitehurst, Clemson 
quarterback. Physically, he 
doesn’t lack anything, and there 
were reasons why he was an 
inconsistent performer in college. 
As a senior, he played with an 
injured shoulder. And he played 
under three offensive 
coordinators during his college 
career. With some health and 
stability, Whitehurst will excel in 
the NFL. 

Second to third round: Jeremy 
Trueblood, Boston College 
offensive tackle. He’s no 
ballerina, but if you’re looking 
for a gritty blocker who will set 
the tone for your line with his 
effort and his toughness, 


Trueblood is your man. 

Third round: Brian Calhoun, 
Wisconsin running back. The 
people who say he’s too small 
never have tried to tackle him. 

Third round: Kyle Williams, LSU 
defensive tackle. What he lacks in 


Calhoun’s size is raathe—are 
you watching or tackling him? 


What Trueblood lacks in grace, he 
makes up for in effort and grit. 


size and speed, he makes up for 
in feel for the game and hustle. He 
might not make a Pro Bowl, but 
I'll take 11 guys like him and whip 
your behind every Sunday. 

Fourth round: Elvis Dumervil, 
Louisville defensive end. A lot of 
people get stuck on 5-11, the 
number that represents his 
height. I get stuck on 20, the 
number of sacks he had last 
season. And 11, the number of 
fumbles he caused. 

Fifth round: Garrett Mills, Tulsa 
H-back. The problem with Mills is 
he doesn't fit a position, At 6-1, 
he’s too short for a tight end. He’s 
not powerful enough to be a 
lead-blocking fullback. He moves 
and catches like a wide receiver, 
except without the speed. Under 
a creative game planner, Mills can 
be a highly productive pro who 
causes matchup problems in the 
passing game by lining up all over 
the field. 

Fifth round: Tarvaris Jackson, 
Alabama State quarterback. His 
raw skills are intriguing. It 
probably would take two or three 
years, but he could develop into 
something special. 

Sixth round: Reed Doughty, 
Northern Colorado safety. They 
say he can’t run, but he does 
everything else well. And he 
makes up for his lack of speed by 
knowing where to be and playing 
with passion. 

Sixth round: Marques Colston, 
Hofstra wide receiver. He’s going 
to drop some balls, but he’s also 
going to make a few catches 
hardly anyone else could make. 
And there’s room for 
improvement in his game. 

Seventh round: Steve Fifita, 
Utah defensive tackle. | like 
the way he steps up in big 
games. He’s a poor man’s Kyle 
Williams. TSN 


Their fingerprints 
could be on 
the draft 


These people aren’t in the draft or 
making picks, but each could have a 
significant impact on how the players 
fall on draft day: 

Carl and Kevin Poston. The 
agents represent two of the best 
free agents still on the market— 
cornerbacks Charles Woodson and 
Ty Law. If the Postons settle on teams 
for their clients before the draft, 
those teams will have different needs 
on draft day. 

Jeff Pash. The NFL counsel will 
rule on whether Dolphins running 
back Ricky Williams is suspended for 
the year for violating the league’s 
substance abuse policy. If he rules 
before the draft, he'll give some 
clarity to the Dolphins and perhaps 
to another team, such as the 
Broncos, that could be interested in 
acquiring Williams in a trade if he’s 
not suspended. 


Lance Briggs. The Pro Bowl 
linebacker'’s contract expires after 
this season. He has turned down an 
extension offer that would make him 
the Bears’ second-highest-paid player 
behind Brian Urlacher. If Briggs and 
the team don’t shake hands before 
the draft, the Bears might try to 
select his replacement. 


There 

is a feel-good mood in the 
Browns building about 

TE Kellen Winslow's 
comeback. The team’s 
2004 first-round draft pick, 
Winslow has played only 
two games because of 
injuries, but he has been 
running routes in the privacy of the team practice 
facility and looking good doing it. He has been 
spending a lot of time working with QB Charlie Frye as 
they familiarize themselves with the Browns’ offense. 
Winslow is probably about 85 percent recovered from 
his knee injury, and the Browns hope he will be 

100 percent by May or June. > The Packers aren't 
shopping WR Javon Walker, but that doesn't mean he 
won't be traded on draft day. They almost certainly 
would accept a first-round pick if a team offered one— 
and a club such as the Broncos or the Eagles could. If 
Walker were in this draft, he'd be the top receiver. There 
are two issues affecting his value: He is in the last year 
of his contract and would have to agree to an extension, 
and he is coming off a serious knee injury. Trading 
Walker would leave the 
Packers without much 
firepower at receiver and 
without many options to 
replace him this late in the 
game. > One of the 
reasons LB Donnie 
Edwards and the Chargers 
are headed for a split is 
money. Before former 
Chargers general manager 
John Butler died in 2003, 
he told Edwards he would 
redo his contract and give 
him a raise. After Butler's 
death, Edwards brought up 
the promise to new G.M. 
A.J. Smith, but Smith had 
his own plans and giving 
Edwards a raise wasn’t in 
them. Edwards never got over it. > Don’t look now, but 
former Rams OT Kyle Turley is on the comeback trail. 
He hasn't played since the 2003 season. Back 
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If he were in this draft, Walker (84) would be the top receiver on the board. 


lf the Chargers and Edwards part ways, it will be 
because of money. What a surprise. 
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problems and a falling-out with former Rams coach 
Mike Martz led to his release. Doctors recently cleared 
Turley, 30, to play again. For a while, he considered 
coming back as a defensive end, in part because he 
had lost a significant amount of weight during his time 
off. But now the Saints first-round pick in 1998 is 
bulking up and intends to come back as an offensive 
tackle. > Ravens coach Brian Billick subscribes to 
the theory you should know whether a quarterback has 
“it” by the time he has started about 32 games. If a 
quarterback hasn't proved he can hack it after 32 
Starts, the theory says you should cut your losses. 
Billick’s quarterback, Kyle Boller, has started 34 NFL 
games. Billick says he is comfortable enough with 
Boller’s production that he believes Boller will be a 
successful quarterback 
and compares him to 
Drew Brees when Brees 
was at a similar stage. 
Others aren’t so sure 
about Boller. > A lot of 
people believe the Colts 
have to draft a running 
back in the first round, 
but their need at 
linebacker is just as 
prominent. In the past 
three years, they have 
lost LBs Mike Peterson, 
Marcus Washington and 
David Thornton. Having 
Thornton sign with the 
Titans this year hurt, not 
only because of his 
physical abilities but also 
because he was a team captain and a pro’s pro who 
helped set the tone in the locker room with his 
unselfishness, work ethic and intelligence. 
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focus and dedication. 


Don't rule out special teams 
ace David Tyree as the Giants’ 
third receiver next season. He is 
one of the few receivers regularly 
attending the team’s offseason 
program, which is giving him 
plenty of time to develop 
chemistry with QB Eli Manning. 
Tyree has good speed and hands. 
If he improves his route running 
and technique this summer, he 
might push Tim Carter for the 
No. 3 job. ... Unless the Jets add a 
fullback in the second wave of 
free-agent signings, B.J. Askew will 
start. The release of longtime 
starter Jerald Sowell opens the 
door for Askew, a multi-talented 
player who has stewed on the 
bench. Askew is not a thumper in 
terms of blocking, but he can be 
effective. He can catch the ball 
and run with some skill. ... 

RB Cedric Benson 
said he needed 
some time off to 


Some time off has done wonders for Benson’s 


STOCK RISING 


2005 draft. He is 

a physical, 
instinctive runner 
who can carry the 
load. He runs with 
good vision and 
fits well in the 
offense. The only 
thing blocking 
Benson’s path is 
Thomas Jones, who 
ran for 1,335 yards 
last season. Expect 
a major training 
camp battle. ... 
Dolphins coaches 
are putting more 
trust in Rex 
Hadnot, a 2004 
sixth-round pick 
who is a diligent 
worker. He will 
play right guard—or center if he 
beats out Seth McKinney. Hadnot 
is vocal and provides leadership 
for an otherwise quiet group. ... 
Second-year CB Scott Starks 
impressed the Jaguars by 
returning to Jacksonville and 
working out on his own weeks 
before the offseason program. 
The early work could help him 
unseat Terry Cousin, 31, as the 
team’s nickel back. Although 
Cousin had a strong 2005 

season (four interceptions), the 
Jaguars like Starks’ physical 

play and speed and would like 

to get younger at that position. 
The only knock on Starks is he’s 
generously listed at 5-9. ... Bucs 
CB Blue Adams could push 
Juran Bolden for playing 
time as the nickel 

corner this season. 


digest a whirlwind 
rookie season that 
included a holdout 
and a bad knee 


Earning his stripes 


The Bengals’ Tab Perry is a big, fast, 
physical receiver whose role will expand. 
UCLA's June graduation forced him to 


sprain. That time 
off proved 
valuable; he has 
shown a 
commitment level 
not seen from him 
as a pro. Benson is 
ready to display 
the skills that made 
him the No. 4 
overall pick in the 
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arrive late to the offseason program as a 
rookie, so he was limited to special teams 
duty and excelled as the No. 1 kickoff 
returner. Expectations are higher this season 
for Perry, whose goal is to become the third or 
fourth wideout in the spread offense. He has 
improved his route running and can make 

an impact over the middle. A staple 

in the offseason program, Perry is 

developing a reputation as one of the 
hardest-working players on the team. 
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A little hard work has gotten 
Hadnot a greater role with Miami. 


Adams (5-10, 185) doesn’t match 
up well against big receivers but 
has good range and speed and 
pursues the ball well. He is not 


Westbrook’s 
wingman 

Eagles RB Ryan Moats, 
entering his second season, is 
getting more comfortable in the 
West Coast offense and likely 
will continue to carve out a key 
role with the team. Moats came 
out of a much simpler system at 
Louisiana Tech, so it took him 
time to pick up the intricacies of 
coach Andy Reid’s offense. Still, 
Moats averaged 5.1 yards 
rushing, had a 114-yard game 
and flashed big-play ability 
while helping fill in for injured 
Brian Westbrook in 2005. This 
year, look for Moats to share 
carries with Westbrook, whom 
the Eagles don’t want to wear 
down. 


a big playmaker, but he’s feisty. 
Adams is hard to get past in man 
coverage and can disrupt a 
receiver's route. ... Panthers 

WR Drew Carter finally is healthy 
and making strides. He is the 
fastest player on the team and, 

at 6-3, provides a good target. 
Carter needs to add upper-body 
strength to become a better 
blocker and must cut down on his 
drops. Carter has the potential to 
challenge Keary Colbert for the 
No. 3 receiver spot. 


_ Sporting News Radio provides 
pick-by-pick coverage live from Radio City 
Music Hall—Home of the 2006 NFL Draft 


— April 29 & 30 — 


» with Curis Russeut, Bos Stetton and Bri 
| Plus, special NFL Draft Analysts 
~ Tune in'for interviewswith the top picks 

_ immediately following, team selections with 
insight and analysis from Sporting News 
| experts and quests. 


12 noon — 7 pm ET Saturday 
Tpm — 6 pm ET Sunday 


Listen on the Sporting News Radio affiliate nearest you or online at hitp://radio.sporfingnews.com 
Also on XM Radio Channel 143 


The BILLS hope newly signed WR Peerless 
Price can recapture the big-play ability he 
showed with the team from 1999-02. 
Price was traded to the Falcons after the 
'02 season and struggled as their No. 1 
receiver, but he still could have the skills 
to be a good No. 2 receiver and add a 
deep threat to the offense. ... The 
RAIDERS signed DE Lance Johnstone 
(Vikings) in hopes of boosting their pass 
rush, which dropped off significantly 
except for DE Derrick Burgess in 2005. 
Johnstone still has the speed and drive to 
be an effective rush end, and his presence 
is likely to reduce the number of 
double-teams Burgess faces. ... The 
TITANS have moved Marcus Randall from 
safety to outside 
linebacker. Randall, a 
rookie last season, 
has good speed and 
size (6-2, 220), but 
the team would like 
him to add some bulk. 
... QB Matt Cassel 
showed enough 

as a rookie last \ 
season to become i= 
the PATRIOTS’ Johnstone 
developmental quarterback and now 
could contend to be the backup. The team 
likes his poise and accuracy. However, he 
lacks experience; he was a backup in 
college at Southern California. ... 
BRONCOS TE Stephen Alexander 

(6-4, 250) is trying to add bulk and 
improve his blocking. Alexander, who was 
used as a pass protector more in 2005 
than he had been in the past, wants to be 
more effective against bull-rushing ends 
and 3-4 outside linebackers. ... This is a 
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big season for CHIEFS DT Ryan 
Sims, who must prove his 
durability after missing large 
parts of two of his four NFL 
seasons because of injuries. 
Sims still has the qualities that 
made him the No. 6 overall pick 
in 2002—a quick first step and 
good power—but he must be 
more consistent to avoid 
becoming a bust. ... COLTS 

CB Jason David's play improved 
last season because he was 
more comfortable in coordinator 
Ron Meeks’ defense, and he will 
be even better next season. David lacks 
size (5-8, 172), which can be a problem 
against taller 
receivers, but he still 
is physical in run 
support. ... The next 
few months will be 
critical for TEXANS 
SS Glenn Earl, who 
broke into the starting 
lineup last season but 
has had problems 
staying healthy. He 
must prove himself to 
the new staff. Earl is strong, and he has a 
knack for being in the right place at the 
right time. ... The STEELERS want G Chris 
Kemoeatu to play with more leg flex, which 
would increase his power. Kemoeatu, a 
sixth-round pick in 2005, will challenge 
RG Kendall Simmons for a starting spot in 
training camp. Kemoeatu is a good drive 
blocker with a nasty attitude but needs 
more reps to become more comfortable in 
the offense. ... CHARGERS OLB Steve 
Finley is showing no lingering effects from 
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Bengals’ 
backup plan 
could be 
Wright 

Signing QB 

gives the Bengals a 
solid insurance policy for 
Carson Palmer (knee). 

Wright will compete 
with Craig Krenzel and 
Doug Johnson to be the 
starter if Palmer isn’t ready 
for the first game of the 
season. 

Wright isn’t consistent 
and doesn’t make the best 
decisions, but his ability to 
throw outside the pocket 


makes him tough to 
defend. 
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the abdominal strain that limited his 
effectiveness as a pass rusher the past 
two seasons. His return will draw attention 
from OLB Shawne Merriman and allow 
the team to be more creative with its 
blitzes. ... S Yeremiah Bell, a standout on 
special teams during his two seasons 
with the DOLPHINS, needs to carry over 
the physical play he shows on special 
teams to his work on defense. Bell has the 
tools to be an effective strong safety, but 
he needs to prove he can be consistent. 
... BROWNS LB Matt Stewart isn’t big or 
physical enough to be an ideal fit at 
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Well, at least they've got experience 


@ The Jets tried to bandage their depleted offensive line by signing 
C (Bills) and RT Anthony Clement (49ers) as stopgaps. 
Teague (6-5, 300) is intelligent and can move, but he doesn’t have the 
power or bulk to be dominant. Clement (6-8, 338) is massive but 
struggles against speedy pass rushers. 

@ The team added depth for a 3-4 defense by signing LBs Matt 
Chatham (Patriots) and Brad Kassel (Titans). They are smart and 
versatile, and Kassel could push for playing time inside. 


CORRESPONDENTS: Baltimore, Mike Preston; Buffalo, Allen Wilson; Cincinnati, Chick 
Ludwig; Cleveland, Steve Doerschuk; Denver, Lee Rasizer; Houston, Megan Manfull; 


Divorce time 


The Ravens need to seek a 
trade for MLB Ray Lewis. 

He is upset after not receiving 
a renegotiated deal last season 
and says the team isn’t using him 
properly. He's right; the Ravens 
defensive tackles are small and 
quick, and Lewis needs big 
tackles to occupy blockers and 
protect him because he can't 
shed blocks as he once did. 

But before complaining, Lewis 
needs to acknowledge he isn’t 
the same dominating force he 
used to be. 


ALBERT DICKSON / TSN 


inside linebacker, but expect him to get 
the nod over Chaun Thompson if the team 
moves an outside linebacker to the 
middle. Stewart might get overpowered at 
times, but he is meticulous and instinctive 
and won't be caught out of position. ... 
JAGUARS QB Byron Leftwich appears 
trimmer after working hard in the 
offseason to improve his conditioning. He 
hasn't lost a lot of weight, but Leftwich 
realizes he needs to get in good shape to 
improve his mobility, stay upright and 
avoid the injuries that have plagued him 
the past two seasons. 


Indianapolis, Mike Chappell; Jacksonville, Bart Hubbuch; Kansas City, Adam Teicher; 
Miami, Jason Cole; New England, Tom Curran; New York, Rich Cimini; Oakland, Steve 
Corkran; Pittsburgh, Gerry Dulac; San Diego, Kevin Acee; Tennessee, Jim Wyatt. 
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TE Marcus Pollard will have an increased 
role in the LIONS’ offense. Coordinator 
Mike Martz wants him to lear to line up in 
a lot of different positions and use his 
downfield speed. .... EAGLES DT Ed Jasper 
(Raiders) could replace unhappy DT Hollis 
Thomas, who might be traded or released, 
as the team’s run stopper inside. ... The 
signing of LaVar Arrington fills a big hole 
for the GIANTS and could give them their 
best weakside linebacker in years, but the 
move comes with risk. Arrington has been 
hampered by knee problems the past two 
seasons and was criticized for free-lancing 
too much with the Redskins. ... 
BUCCANEERS DT Lynn McGruder doesn't 
have ideal speed or 
quickness, so he 
won't make a 
lot of plays 
in the 
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backfield. He is, however, very strong and 
can be disruptive in a short area. ... The 
PANTHERS signed OLBs Keith Adams 
(Eagles) and Na’il Diggs (Packers), and 
they will compete for a starting spot with 
Adam Seward. Adams (5-11, 223) is a bit 
undersized but is quick. Diggs was limited 
to nine games last season because of 
knee injuries. ... The addition of Todd 
Steussie gives the RAMS a third veteran 
offensive tackle. Steussie, 35, will be an 
upgrade over the team's recent No. 3 
tackles. He also could step in at guard in a 
pinch. ... Re-signing OLB Warrick Holdman 
was a good move for the REDSKINS. He 
started seven games last season in place 
of LaVar Arrington and is a good insurance 
policy. Holdman makes good reads and 
drops into coverage well, especially in 
zones. He and Chris Clemons might not be 
the equal of Arrington in terms of talent, 
but they can perform adequately as a 
weakside linebacker platoon. ... BEARS 
LB Rod Wilson essentially is a rookie after 
missing last season because of a knee 
injury. He runs well and is physical despite 
being undersized (6-2, 217). He projects 
as a special teams player and a backup. 
... The 49ERS signed OLB TJ. Slaughter 
(Saints) to shore up depth after losing 
Julian Peterson and Andre Carter. 
Slaughter is a hard hitter and has good 
instincts. ... After adding OLBs Scott Fujita 
(Cowboys) and Anthony Simmons 
(Seahawks), the SAINTS moved Colby 
Bockwoldt to the middle during their first 
minicamp. The fiery Bockwoldt is one of 
the team’s surest tacklers, though he 
sometimes overruns plays. ... The VIKINGS 
need to decide where RB Onterrio Smith 
fits in, assuming he's reinstated after being 
suspended last season. The team does not 
have a proven every-down running back. 
Chester Taylor (Ravens) was signed, but he 
has been a backup his entire career. 
Mewelde Moore never has stayed healthy 
enough. Ciatrick Fason is unproven. Smith 
runs hard between the tackles and 
catches the ball well, which makes him a 
good fit for the West Coast offense. ... The 
COWBOYS signed veteran Marcus 
Coleman (Texans), a former cornerback 
who moved to safety two years ago. He 
played well in 2004 but struggled last 
year—on and off the field. The Cowboys 
think he can compete with Keith Davis for 
the starting job, but they will be happy if 
Coleman turns out to be a good nickel 
safety. ... The PACKERS released Terrence 
Murphy, a 2005 second-round pick who 
probably was going to be one of the 
team’s top three wide receivers. Doctors 
discovered he had a narrow spinal 
column after he suffered a neck injury 
last season, and the club decided it 
was too risky to put him on the 
field. 


The Lions plan to play to 
Pollard’s strength, which is 
y/ receiving and not blocking. 


Driven to succeed 


Falcons coach Jim Mora compares LE Patrick 
Kerney’s workout regimen to that of future Hall of 


Fame WR Jerry Rice. So it came as no surprise that 


Kerney never missed a training session during a 
recent two-week USO tour that took him to the 


Middle East and Russia. Now that RE John Abraham 


starts opposite him, Kerney will face more 
one-on-one matchups. When he was the focus of 


opponents’ pass blocking last season, Kerney never 
stopped going full speed but did become frustrated 


and tried to overpower opponents without 
maximizing his technique. 


Attitude adjustment 


Adding RB Edgerrin James will help, but the 
Cardinals need to make more personnel moves 
to improve the league’s worst rushing attack. 
The running game has to be emphasized in 
offseason work and in training camp. The club 
needs to develop a nastier attitude, and that’s 
usually accomplished with more hitting in 
camp. Coaches are hesitant to have players hit 
because of the injury risks, but physical 
practices are a necessity for a team that wants 
to run the ball successfully. 
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Some in the 
Seahawks organization 
are so confident 

FS Ken Hamlin will 
return from the severe 
head injuries he 
received in an 
altercation outside a 
nightclub in October 
that they don’t think 
the club needs to 
address the position 
further. Others don't 
think it’s wise to count 
on Hamlin. He is 
expected to take part 
in the postdraft 
minicamp on a limited 
basis, but whether he 
can continue to make 
his living by slamming 
into running backs and 
wide receivers is 
unknown. The club 
should prepare for the 
worst and hope for the 
best. 


CORRESPONDENTS: 
Arizona, Kent Somers; 
Atlanta, George Henry; 
Carolina, Pat Yasinskas; 
Chicago, Brad Biggs; 
Dallas, Jean-Jacques 
Taylor; Detroit, Tom 
Kowalski; Green Bay, Tom 
Silverstein; Minnesota, 
Kevin Seifert; New 
Orleans, Mike Triplett; 
New York, Ralph 
Vacchiano; Philadelphia, 
Mark Eckel; St. Louis, Jim 
Thomas; San Francisco, 
Dennis Georgatos; Seattle 
Clare Farnsworth; Tampa 
Bay, Roy Cummings; 
Washington, Paul Woody. 
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Texas QB 
could be the 
ers of the 2006 
draft. Unless Raiders 
owner A is overrules 
his scouting 
department and 
takes Young at 
No. 7, Young might 
slip out of the top 
10 and keep 
falling. Because of 
his perceived 
inability to 
contribute right 
away, the lack of 
draft depth at 
several positions and the need for 
many teams to address specific 
needs, Young would not be a 
surefire pick for any team after the 
Raiders. » The Saints have 
created uncertainty about their 
intentions with the No. 2 pick, 
which could increase their payoff if 
they trade down. The Saints have 
many needs, so Southern 
California QB 
Virginia LT 
uson, N.C. State DE 
s and Young all are good 
targets. But because they have so 


many needs, they 

could use the extra 

picks acquired from 
a trade. A team that 
wants to land one of 
those four players 
might have to 
move into the 
Saints’ spot to be 
certain of acquiring 
him. > The Jets 
have done a nice 
job addressing 
their needs through 
trades and signing 
free agents. As a 
result, they are in 
position to draft the best player 
available or trade down. » Ohio 
State WR ves could 
feel the biggest fallout from the 
trade that sent WR 

»0ds to the Chargers from the 

49ers. The Broncos have the 
No. 15 pick and could draft a 
receiver, but they also have needs 
at defensive end and safety. The 
Chargers needed a wideout until 
they acquired Woods and probably 
would have considered Holmes at 
No. 19. Holmes now could fall as 
far as the Steelers at No. 32. 
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LBI 


Its almost draft time. Do you know what your team is thinking? 
Me Catch up on the latest rankings and analysis by subscribing to the 
Pro Football War Room at warroom.sportingnews.com. 


Get inside No. 5 


subwayfreshbuzz.com 
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much money 


You have to wonder how 


cost himself by deciding 
to return to Southern Cal 
for his senior season. 


Dan Pompei says there are millions of reasons it 
wasn't cool for Matt Leinart to stay in school. Put in 


your two cents at sportingnews.com. 


with Mathias Kiwanuka 


If he reaches his potential, Boston College’s Kiwanuka could be a 
Simeon Rice-type defensive end in the NFL: a long, lean speed rusher 
with marginal ability to stop the run. Kiwanuka is projected to be 
selected late in the first round. 


I’m better than most 
defensive ends because: | 
have a lot of speed. A lot of 
players may be bigger guys 
who focus on the run and 
are power rushers. I can 
chase plays on the backside, 
and I can drop into coverage. 

My opponents would say 
this is the best thing | do: I'd 
like to think it’s play hard. 
Saying someone plays to the 
whistle is the ultimate 
compliment. 

The NFL player | am most 
like: A combination of 
Simeon Rice and Dwight 
Freeney. Freeney got pegged 
as a pass rusher who 
couldn’t stop the run. I had 
the same thing, and I had to 
prove not only to myself and 
to my teammates but also to 
others I can stop the run. Rice is more of a lean guy. He can get his 
hands on someone and bring them down. 

My favorite way to get in an opponent’s head: Appeal to their 
sense of pride. Like, “If you’re such a good player, why won't your 
coach let us go one-on-one?” 

The kind of defense | fit best in: Anybody who will let me get after 
the ball, get after the quarterback. | have absolutely no problem 
dropping and playing linebacker. With my body type and skill set, | 
can play linebacker or put my hand down and get after the passer. 

My greatest motivation in college was: My mother. She started her 
own cleaning company when | was a freshman in high school. She went 
from being a nurse at a hospital making pretty good money to being 
an entrepreneur. Things were pretty tough at times, but she did it. 
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( The playoffs are a fresh start, but end-of-the-season stumblers usually face a tough road. ) 


To streak or not to streak 
into the 


s the 2005-06 NHL 

season wound 

down, the Devils 

and Rangers were 

moving in opposite 
directions. 

The Devils couldn't 
lose—and least not in 
their last 11 games. 

The Rangers couldn't 
win. By losing their last 
five games, they tumbled 
from third place to sixth in 
the Eastern Conference. 

So it was no surprise 
the Devils beat the 
Rangers, 6-1, in Game 1 of 
their first-round series. 

Still, late regular-season 
performance isn’t always 
an indicator of how the 
playoffs are going to turn 
out. 

There are plenty of 
teams like the Islanders, 
who limped into the 


postseason 


It didn’t take a psychic to predict the Devils would 
continue to roll in Game 1 against the skidding Rangers. 


2002-03 playoffs having 
won six of their last 22 
games and were ousted in 
the opening round. But 
there are occasionally 
teams like the 1999-2000 
Devils, who lost 16 of their 
last 25 regular-season 
games but still won the 
Stanley Cup. 

“You want to be playing 
your best hockey going 
into the playoffs, there’s 
no doubt about it, but it’s 
a different season,” Devils 
forward Scott Gomez 
says. “A guy might have a 
bad year and this is his 
time to shine, or a 
goaltender makes a name 
for himself in the 
playoffs.” 

In the Western 
Conference, the Sharks 


entered the playoffs as 
one of the league’s 
hottest teams; they had 
won eight of their last 
nine games and landed 
the No. 5 seed. But they 
fell in Game 1 to the 
also-hot Predators, who 
had won their last six 
regular-season games. 
“I'm sure history would 
prove that once you go 
into the playoffs, a lot of 
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teams have been playing 
so hard just to get in that 
you get—not a letdown, 
but you're finally there, so 
you let your guard down,” 
says Eddie Olezyk, a 
former Penguins coach 
and currently an analyst 
for NBC and OLN. 

Olezyk adds that 
overcoming adversity in 
the regular season is more 
important than finishing 
hot down the stretch. 

“In the playoffs, the 
stakes have gone way up,” 
he says. “You like to think 
everyone's prepared, but 
until you're faced with 
those things, you don’t 
know how people are 
going to react.” 

Having a winning record 
down the stretch really is a 
pretty good indicator. Only 
one team out of the six to 
make it to the past three 
Stanley Cup finals had a 
losing record in the last 15 
games of the season: The 
2001 Red Wings won the 
Stanley Cup after going 
4-7-4 at the close of the 
regular season. 

That’s not good news 
for teams such as the 
Rangers, who were 6-9 in 
their last 15 games. 

“You just try to not let it 
creep into your mind,” 
Rangers defenseman Tom 
Poti says. “It’s not easy, 
but we have to just try to 
put it out of our minds and 
not think about it.” TSN 


& BLOG ALERT 


You just have to love Luc 


Robitaille, and nobody 
does as much as Kings fans. 


Want to join the lovefest for Luc? Drop Ray Slover 
a line at sportingnews.com. 


Officials 
encouraged 
to blow it 


Pocket the whistle 
and you're done. 

That was the message 
NHL commissioner Gary 
Bettman had for referees 
going into the playoffs. 

He said his 
instructions to director 
of hockey operations 
Colin Campbell and 
director of officiating 
Stephen Walkom were: 
“If an official puts his 
whistle away, they should 
put the official away for 
the rest of the playoffs.” 

The referees took 
note. 

There were 15 power 
plays in the first game 
between the Lightning 
and Senators, 13 in the 
first between the Sharks 
and Predators and 12 in 
the first between the 
Oilers and Red Wings. 

In their first game 
against the Rangers, 
the Devils had 13 
power plays and set a 
franchise postseason 
record with five 
power-play goals. 
Compare that with the 
Devils’ first game against 
the Flyers in the Eastern 
Conference quarterfinals 
two years ago: There 
were five power plays in 
that game. 

Campbell says the 
standard of enforcement 
the league worked to 
maintain through the 
regular season will stick 
throughout the playoffs. 

“That's the last big 
hurdle we're going to 
have to deal with, the 
playoffs,” he says. “And 
there will be lots of 
screaming and shouting, 
and they will accuse the 
Officials of determining 
the outcome of a big 
game and costing some 
franchise millions of 
dollars. But to make this 
work, those are the 
things we're going to 
have to endure,” 
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( For some teams, not being invited to the playoff ) 
party this year is the least of their concerns. 
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The sun will come out tomorrow—maybe 


s the better half of the 

NBA slogs through the 

first round of the NBA 

playoffs, the others are 

left to look back ona 
disappointing season and ahead 
to what they hope will be brighter 
days. A glance at five of the most 
hopeless teams in 2005-06: 

Timberwolves. Vice president 
Kevin McHale and owner Glen 
Taylor can talk all they want 
about how they won't trade 
forward Kevin Garnett, but can 
they really afford not to? Bringing 
back the same going-nowhere 
team and adding a draft pick isn’t 
going to cut it in Minneapolis. 

The Timberwolves have 
missed the playoffs two 
consecutive seasons. They got 
worse after trading Wally 
Szczerbiak in January. Why would 
anyone believe this team is going 
to get better without a bold 
move? 

76ers. Team president Billy 
King should pick up the phone 
and call McHale for two reasons: 
to commiserate about their 
similar plights—neither team has 
been able to gain any traction 
with its current superstar—and 
to get down to brass tacks about 
the notion of concocting a trade 
that involves Allen Iverson and 
Garnett. 

Philly, like Minny, cannot get 
discernably better as is. 

Bobcats. Can’t figure out the 
reason for optimism in Charlotte. 
Yes, injuries sabotaged the 
Bobcats’ season. But what kind of 
season was sabotaged? There is 
no big-time talent on this team, 
and there doesn’t seem to be any 
on the way. Raymond Felton had 
anice finish to the season, but he 
and Brevin Knight are more 
suited to backup point guard 
roles. 
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The Bobcats’ Okafor went from Rookie of the Year one season to 


playing in only 26 games because of injury the next. 


Gerald Wallace is the team’s 
best player, but he’d be a role 
player on most teams. As for 
Emeka Okafor, who missed most 
of the season because of an ankle 
injury: Well, he’s no Dwight 
Howard. 

Warriors. This was supposed 
to be the year the Warriors ended 
their playoff drought (now at 
12 years). Instead, 2005-06 turned 
out to be one of the most 
disappointing seasons in recent 
memory for Bay Area fans. 

Point guard Baron Davis 
missed significant playing time 
for the fourth consecutive year. 
The team repeatedly failed down 
the stretch in close games, never 
found consistent chemistry and 
didn’t capitalize on a 12-6 start. 

There are some positives for 
vice president Chris Mullin. There 
are pieces to work with, most 
notably rookies Monta Ellis and 
Ike Diogu and second-year center 
Andris Biedrins. Mullin’s 
challenge will be to try to put this 


Diogu is a bright spot for the 
otherwise lackluster Warriors. 


ROBERT SEALE / TSN 
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puzzle together a little bit 
differently. 

Rockets. Injuries to Tracy 
McGrady and Yao Ming 
devastated the Rockets, but their 
season began slipping away 
before it ever started when glue 
guy Bob Sura was lost for the 
year. 

The good news for Houston is 
that it doesn’t need to find a star, 
simply the right kind of role 
player. It’s possible the Rockets 
could find that person with their 
lottery selection. Of all the teams 
on this list, Houston is the most 
likely to improve significantly in 
2006-07. 

Knicks. The Knicks really 
weren't disappointing. They were 
what they were: a hodgepodge of 
(so-called) talented players with 
few strengths and an abundance 
of weaknesses. Of this group, New 
York is the least likely to improve 
significantly. TSN 


This could be a very interesting 
offseason. Depending on who's 
doing the talking, the following 
players are on the block: Allen 
Iverson, Kevin Garnett, 
Jermaine O'Neal, Paul Pierce, 
Zach Randolph, Darius Miles, 
Stephon Marbury, Carlos 
Boozer, Troy Murphy and Corey 
Maggette. 

The NBA altered some rules 
(none significant) for the 
2006-07 season but failed to 
address what is becoming a 
problematic trend: too many 
charges. Despite claiming to 
want more offense, the league 
rewards defenders who either 
flop or initiate contact with 
offensive players. 


The Warriors took 
out a full-page ad 
in Bay Area sports 4 
sections last week, 
thanking fans for 
their unwavering 
support and 
apologizing for 
another disappointing 
season. The idea for the ads 
was born out of a conversation 
between team president 

and SG ison. The 
organization and Richardson split the 
cost of the ads (signed by the players), 
which was said to be into six figures. 
Golden State missed the playoffs for 


shaky ground, 
Blazers general 
manager 


is standing 


(wobbling?) on 


some. Nash has 


failed to remake 
the Blazers into a 
more professional bunch, which 
was his goal when he took over. His 
contract is up this summer. Plus, the 
team is for sale. > The Knicks are in 
the market for a playmaking guard, 
and Hornets free agent-to-be 
is an option. Claxton does a 
lot of things—most notably getting into 
the lane at will and pestering folks on 


the 12th consecutive season but set 
its fourth straight attendance mark— 
proof of how hungry fans are for a 

winner. » Despite guiding the Kings 


defense—but getting others involved 
certainly isn’t his strong suit. > The 
Magic's 16-6 finish has the franchise 
thinking big heading into 2006-07. 


B to the playoffs for the eighth But before Orlando gets too optimistic, 
5 consecutive season, it might want to consider that the 
gy has no assurances he Warriors concluded last season by 
3 will return in winning 20 of their final 30 games, 
oe 2006-07. In then endured their agonizing 34-48 
\ fact, the odds season. » Who says coaches aren't 
seemed getting a fair shake? Atlanta’s 


= stacked and Golden State's 


BOB LEVERONE / TSN 


against it. have been told they'll be 
There is no back next season, and Seattle’s 
other way to had the option on his 2006-07 . \ 
~ interpret owner contract picked up last week. It wasn’t Hiring aren spac as aa al manager already has paid 
Adelman loof’s recent long ago that front offices were being 
comment: “We'll see what happens criticized for pulling the plug too y § 
after the playoffs.” > Speaking of quickly. arriv imental in his decision. 


Season's end or The End? 


Jazz center Greg Ostertag announced his retirement last 
week; a few other veterans could join him. 

Calbert Cheaney, SG, Warriors. Cheaney’s 13-year career 
can be described as consistent and classy. His midrange jumper 
was among the most reliable in the league, and he brought 
professionalism to every locker room he was in. Cheaney, who 
will be a free agent, says he’s not sure whether he'll return (or 
whether he'll be asked to). But teammate Jason Richardson 
made it clear he would love to see Cheaney back next season. 

, SF, Magic. Hill has one year remaining on his 
contract, and assistant general manager Otis Smith says the 
team is proceeding as if Hill will return. But that is not a given. If 
Hill decides to call it quits, he should be remembered more for 
his persistence than his injuries. 

Bob Sura, SG, Rockets. The back injury that had slowed 
Sura the past few seasons forced him out of action entirely in 
2005-06. Sura’s career numbers are modest, but anyone who 
watched him play on a consistent basis knows he was far more 
valuable than those stats indicated. 
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If Josh Smith 
can get his 
attitude right, 
he'll be an 
All-Star as early 
as next year. 


Playoffs? What 
playoffs? Michael Deuser 
is looking ahead to next 
season. Share your 
predictions for 2006-07 at 


sportingnews.com. 
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SLASHING HOLDING TRAVELING 


INTERNET GAMBLING 


Please be aware that betting with offshore or foreign gambling enterprises 
via the internet or telephone violates U.S. federal and state laws. 
Companies that engage in the business of online casino-style 
gambling or online or telephone sportsbooks also 
violate U.S. federal and state laws. 


A public service announcement from Sportinc NEws 


COLLEGE BASKETBALL 


decourcy @ sportingnews.com 


The truth about the NBA‘ early-entry process 
is there isn't much truth involved. 


DeCOURCY 


Honestly, who's a 
prospect to believe? 


he annual panic regarding 

the number of players on 

the NBA draft early-entry 

list has come earlier this 

year because the league 
advanced the deadline, which is 
Saturday. 

It’s a silly exercise. What 
matters is not who files for the 
draft but who remains on the list 
after the deadline to withdraw, 
which is June 18. In the past two 
years, 39 Division I players have 
evacuated. 


Mistakes will be made, though. 


As happened last year with 
Kentucky center Randolph 
Morris, somebody gifted enough 
to develop into a first-round pick 
will attempt to harvest his talent 
too soon. 

It is tempting to look at the 
young men who make these 
mistakes as foolish or arrogant. 
Often, though, they simply are 
misguided. Where are they 
getting their information? 

Parents. There are players in 
every draft who are not eager to 
leave college, but their parents 
are ready to cash in the lottery 
ticket they raised. 

Agents. There are plenty of 
honorable agents, but many 
others coerce borderline players 
into entering because it might be 
the best chance to sign them. If 
an agent grabs three such 
prospects and gets lucky with 


one, the others can be cast aside. 


Teams. For years, NBA teams 
surreptitiously have encouraged 
players to enter the draft simply 
to have a fuller field of players to 
choose from—even though some 
of those players would have 
become more skilled and better 


. ai — ~ J 
Here’s a fact: Pittsnogle improved 
dramatically after returning to school. 


prospects by staying in school. 

Media. Many reporters and 
analysts comment on this 
process without studying it. For 
instance, some perpetuate the 
notion that Chris Duhon erred by 
playing his final three seasons at 
Duke. No, Duhon erred by not 
playing exceptionally as a 
sophomore and a junior. And NBA 
teams erred by not trusting the 
excellence he delivered as a 
senior. Duhon has been a better 
pro than about 25 of the 37 guys 
chosen in front of him. 

Coaches. Too many college 
coaches are so eager to weaken 
competition that they make 
irresponsible comments about 
rival players’ readiness to 
compete in the NBA. But that’s 


Try not to tear up while 
reading about the early 
departures of 
Connecticut's Rudy Gay, 
Josh Boone and, likely, 
Marcus Williams. Just as 
Florida did last season, 
the Huskies can rebuild 
around terrific young 
players: sophomore Jeff 
Adrien, incoming 
freshmen Stanley 
Robinson and Jerome 
Dyson, plus A.J. Price, 
who will return from 
suspension. 


not the worst deception. 
Some coaches forget their 
duty to their own players. 
I know of one player this 
year whose coach misled 
him by trying to talk him 
out of declaring. 

It’s hard to believe coaches can 
be so backward about this 
process. Entering the draft can be 
hugely positive because 
prospects have the chance to 
experience the tryout process. It’s 
like taking the SAT a first time to 
understand the nature of the test. 

West Virginia’s Kevin Pittsnogle 
entered after his junior season 
and discovered his limited game 
was of limited value to the NBA. 
He developed his jump hook and 
became a far better player after 
returning to the Mountaineers. 

That’s no lie. TSN 


G Keep up-to-date with which 
players are entering the NBA draft 
and which ones are returning to school at 
sportingnews.com. 


BOB LEVERONE / TSN 
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With no one in charge of the 

N.C. State program after coach 
Herb Sendek’s departure for 
Arizona State, sophomore C Cedric 
Simmons declared for the NBA 
draft without debate. Simmons 
already was being contacted by 
agents before Sendek left. Don't 
expect him to return to the 
Wolfpack. Memphis coach John 
Calipari got what he wanted out of 
his flirtation with N.C. State. He 
wasn’t looking for a huge raise 

and settled for far less than what 
N.C. State offered. But he did want 
the university—in particular, athletic 
director R.C. Johnson—to be 
reminded how important Calipari is 
to the Tigers’ ambition to remain a 
big-time program. > Although 
McDonald's All American PF Lance 
Thomas long ago cut his recruiting 
list to Rutgers and Duke, that hasn’t 
stopped other programs from 
making a late charge. Florida and 
Louisville have pursued Thomas, 
with the Cardinals trying to sell him 
on joining fellow New Jersey prep 
stars Derrick Caracter and Earl 
Clark. > With C LaMarcus Aldridge 
leaving for the NBA, Texas is making 
another strong push for unsigned 

PF Darrell Arthur. Nicknamed “Slim 
Shady,’ Arthur also has been looking 
at Kansas and Baylor. > PF Geoff 
McDermott produced a solid 
freshman season with averages of 
8.9 points and 9.0 rebounds, but 
Providence expects more next 
season because he won't be 
playing with a stress fracture. Last 
season, McDermott rarely practiced 
because he needed to ease the 
wear on his foot. He still was wearing 
a protective boot last week, but he is 
expected to get clearance soon to 
resume full workouts. 
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wZ Son of a Vick, he’s still haunting the Hokies. y 


Guilty ... 


of following a problem child 


ust a relaxing offseason 

weekend, that’s all. Having 

some fun with friends, taking 

a trip to the convenience 

store to buy a six-pack and— 
WHAM!—the next thing you 
know, you're serving Marcus 
Vick’s penance. 

Look, I’m not one to give free 
passes and certainly not one to 
make excuses. But Ike Whitaker is 
getting hosed. 

He's 18, which means he’s 
three years shy of the legal 
drinking age. One night in March, 
he broke a dorm window while in 
possession of alcohol. He pled no 
contest to three misdemeanor 
charges stemming from the 
incident. 

Unofficially, here is Whitaker's 
crime: He’s following Vick. His 
punishment: He was suspended 
and missed the first two weeks of 
spring practice. 

Virginia Tech took so much 
heat last winter for enabling its 
star quarterback for so long, took 
such a public beating for the 
embarrassment and turmoil Vick 
wrought over three years, the 
next football player to step 
sideways of the law was going to 
get Soprano-ed. It just happened 
to be another quarterback. 

“| made a mistake,” Whitaker 
says. “I don’t have anyone to 
blame but 


Whitaker’s punishment didn’t fit the 


crime—thanks, Marcus Vick. 


the Hokies’ depth chart instead of 
No. 3. 

I've been around the college 
game long enough to know that a 
misdemeanor possession of 
alcohol—especially a first 
offense—is sort of like a 
false-start penalty in the coaching 
playbook of dealing with off-field 
issues. It’s not a big deal. Just last 
month, Oklahoma quarterback 


Rhett Bomar was caught 
for the second time with 
alcohol. He too, is 
underage—but he never 
missed a day of practice. 

When asked about the 
comparison and 
whether Whitaker was 
paying too steep a price, 
Tech coach Frank 
Beamer said, “It is what 
it is’"—which is 
coachspeak for “my 
hands are tied.” 

Despite the missed 
time, Whitaker played 
well enough to 
essentially forge a three- 
way tie for the starting 
spot. He outplayed Sean 
Glennon and Cory Holt 
in the spring game and 
showed an instinctive 
ability to manage the 
game. He is the team’s 
most dynamic player, 
and at 64 and a sinewy strong 
200 pounds, he has that Vince 
Young look about him. 

Quarterbacks coach Mike 
O’Cain doesn’t really talk about 
Whitaker when addressing the 
competition. Beamer says 
Whitaker has a “ways to go” but 
then adds, “It’s a natural position 
for him. When the ball is 
snapped, he does good things.” 

Here we are, everyone, at the 
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Just what the rest of the Big East 
needs: Innovative Louisville coach 
Bob Petrino could have his most 
dangerous wide receiver yet— 
Georgia Tech transfer Patrick 
Carter. Petrino wants to use the 
quick, physical Carter all over the 
offense this fall and have him take 
direct snaps in the shotgun. The 
problem: Carter didn’t spend 
enough time at receiver this spring; 
he took too many snaps at 
quarterback to give the Cardinals 
another arm while starter Brian 
Brohm continued his recovery from 
a torn ACL. > We've heard all 
about the second year of transition 
for Florida coach Urban Meyer's 
quarterbacks in the spread option 
offense. From Josh Harris (plus-10 
passing touchdowns) at Bowling 
Green to Alex Smith (plus-17) at 
Utah, Meyer’s quarterbacks have 
made significant strides in Year 2. 
The key this year for Florida senior 
Chris Leak: For the first time in his 
career, he will be able to change 
plays and protections at the line. 
He wasn't asked to change calls in 
two years under former coach Ron 
Zook, and Meyer wasn’t 
comfortable letting Leak change 
plays last season. > QB Cody 
Hawkins, son of Colorado coach 
Dan Hawkins, will enroll at CU this 
summer and join a wide-open 
quarterback competition in the fall. 
An Elite 11 quarterback in 2005, 


myself.” intersection of motivation and 3 a, : 
Oh, but he G B LO G A [i E R Ay public relations. Beamer wants Haws originally had sonimnnte 
does. If it : - Whitaker to work hard over the to Boise State before following his 
weren't for the Basical ly, Spurrier was told summer and stay out of trouble father to CU. He’s not the most 
sour taste left y - . to prove he’s mentally and physically impressive recruit (5-11, 
by Vick’s time he'd better enjoy the golf in physically ready for the grind. 185), but he has been compared 
at Virginia Tech, the Palmetto State because that [jg lust she did last season to former BSU star QB Ryan 
have exited could be the only perk of this job.  —oniy tke whitaker isn’t Dinwiddie—who was undersized 
spring practice Marcus Vick. (6-0, 195) but could have played 
last week as the Read Mike Farrell's blog at sportingnews.com and see He’s just serving Vick’s for any BCS team. 
clear No. 1 on how Steve Spurrier is proving all the talking heads wrong. sentence. TSN 
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For instance, noted 
fantasy thinker/scientist Isaac 
Newton discovered that what goes 
up must come down, unless it’s 
Bartolo Colon’s weight. Tigers first 
baseman Chris Shelton is king of 
fantasyland now, but his reign won't 
last. He’s an earthbound apple. 

Part of being a winning owner is 


taking advantage of surprising starts. 


When a top pick (Albert Pujols) hits 
11 home runs in his first 18 games, it 
simply validates the assertion he’s 
one of the best hitters in baseball. 
When a middle-round selection does 
the trick, it’s time to sell high. 

The law of batting averages 
suggests that a player hitting .400 
after 50 at-bats—Shelton was one of 
them this season—likely won't be at 
that point after 100 more trips to 
the plate. Neither Garrett Atkins nor 
Ramon Hernandez is likely to 
be the first hitter since 1941 to 
finish the year above .400. 
Sure, those players could 
continue to have good 
seasons, but it would be 
foolish to overpay for them 
now. 

And don’t forget Charles 
Darwin's theory of evolution. 
Adam Dunn was a club-toting 
brute in his early years. 

That doesn’t mean he'll be a 
.250-hitting mouth-breather his 
entire life. As he has adapted 
to his surroundings, he has 
acquired traits favorable to his 
advancement. A slightly 
improved average, in addition 
to his thunderous whoopin’ 
stick, would turn him into a 
majestic creature, a member of 
the Andruw Jones family. 

Albert Einstein's theory of 
relativity can be a tough one to 
grasp. Let’s tackle the fantasy 
corollary; The earlier the pick, 
the bigger the disappointment 
when he hits .220 in April. It’s 
all relative to your viewpoint, 
and those opening two picks of 
Manny Ramirez and Ichiro 
Suzuki don’t look good from 
this computer terminal. I’m 
taking comfort in knowing 
the law of batting averages 
works both ways. 


Fantasy baseball is not a game in 
which things happen willy-nilly. There 
are laws to the fantasy universe. 


Insights from the editors of Fantasy Source Baseball, your online 


fantasy authority: fantasygames.sportingnews.com/baseball. 


You don’t have to be Einstein to understand that 
an “E” equals who cares, though there are rare 


exceptions. For instance, if those E’s pile up so quickly 


that a manager begins looking for other starting 


It doesn’t take an Einstein to 
know that the law of averages 
will help both Ichiro and his 
owners. 


Check your local newsstand for the Fani 
sportingnews.com/books or by call 
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options, start caring. Edwin Encarnacion better keep 
those three-error games to a minimum. Otherwise, 
he'll be on the bench faster than the speed of light. 


The speed of sound varies 
depending on the player you're 
yelling at. If you’re wondering why 
Chone Figgins had as many steals in 
his first 14 games as Nick Johnson, 
join the crowd. (We call that 
collective behavior.) At least Scott 
Podsednik has an excuse: his 
troublesome groin muscle. 

Be patient with players returning 
from injuries, but don’t let your team 
get sucked into a black hole. This is 
especially true with closers and 
basestealers. Although it’s usually 
best to wait until later in the season 
to think about trades, owners likely 
have an idea already whether they're 
deficient in saves or steals. 

Next week, perhaps we can 
discuss Niels Bohr’s findings on why 
adding a hot free agent in multiple 
leagues inevitably kills his value. 


tasy Baseball Owners Manual, or order at 
ing 800-825-8508. 
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Owners who got him late or 
on the cheap will continue to 
reap the benefits. His strong 
second half in 2005 is 
representative of his ability. 

Nick Swisher, 1B/0F, A’s. 

A fast start has helped Swisher 
move up in the A’s lineup, but his 
power makes him a strong 
fantasy play no matter where 
he’s hitting. 

Josh Willingham, C/OF, 
Marlins. He has been starting 
primarily in left field, but he likely 
will get enough games at catcher 
to qualify there in 2007. That 
makes him even more attractive 
to keeper-league owners. 


Rod Barajas, C, Rangers. 
Even in a terrific ballpark, it's 
apparent Barajas won't match 
the career-high 21 homers he 
hit in '05. 

Chris Duffy, OF, Pirates. 
Because he's sharing time in 
center field with Nate McLouth, 
Duffy won't come close to a 
20-steal season, though his 
minor league numbers suggested 
he would do so. 

Brian Bannister, SP, Mets. 
He was 2-0 after his first four 
Starts, but his control problems 
eventually will get him into 
trouble. —Roger Kuznia 
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Of the millions of words out of Muhammad Ali’s mouth, 
we need to remember only the 19 best. 


dkindred @ sportingnews.com 


Still the greatest—and getting better 


hat voice: “I’m free to be 
who I want to be, and I’m 
free to think what I want to 
think.’ 

Muhammad Ali’s voice, 
his words. The words said softly, 
near a whisper, spoken when he 
was, perhaps, the most reviled man 
in America. 

Those words made Muhammad 
Ali important. They constituted a 
declaration of independence that 
rang inspirationally true to millions 
of people who had no reason to 
believe such words until they 
heard Ali define the possibilities of 
freedom. 

To hear those words, go to 
Louisville. There, where Ali was 
born, cross over Main Street and 
go down to the Ohio River, where 
white men once set up pens into 
which they put black men who 
were for sale. At the river’s edge, 
go into the Muhammad Ali Center, a 
$70 million building as amazing in its story as 
the man whose name it bears. 

Amazing. A museum. An educational 
building. A meeting place for world leaders. 
Built in the name of a man who as a boy in this 
town could not buy a ticket to a movie theater 
downtown, who could not try on clothes 
before he bought them, whose mother could 
not sit in the finest department store’s tea 
room for lunch. 

In the Ali Center, you'll hear his voice 
dozens of times in full cry of celebration, in 
self-mocking comic declarations of immodesty, 
in righteous raging rants born of racism. You'll 
hear it, and if you’re old enough to have heard 
it the first time, or if you’re curious enough to 
have heard it on old-guy television or have 
heard Will Smith do it in the movie, Ali, maybe 
you'll think what I thought: 

How wonderful to hear that voice, to hear it 
now when his life has rendered him silent, to 
hear again the music of his soul. 
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Cosell and Ali were friendly—albeit feisty—trivals. 


I was in Louisville to do a signing for my 
book, Sound and Fury, a dual biography of Ali 
and Howard Cosell. Suddenly, I heard them 
both. 

It’s 1967. “Muhammad, you're being 
extremely truculent.” 

“Whatever truculent means, if that’s good, 
I'm that.” 

Then it’s 1974. “Cosell,” Ali is shouting. 
Word has reached Zaire that Cosell, the ABC 
earache, Ali’s antagonist/partner/friend, has 
predicted a George Foreman victory over Ali in 
their heavyweight championship fight. “That 
thing on your head is phony.” The famous 
toupee. “And it comes from the tail of a pony.” 

Ali is a simple sweetheart who for years, 
even decades, was led into bad things by bad 
people, persuaded to act as a frontman for con 
artists running scams ranging from religion to 
robbery to philanthropy. At my signing, a man 
who gave me his name only as Woody asked a 
series of barbed questions based on Ali’s 
deviations from legitimacy, such as: “Isn’t it 


true that in a 1974 Playboy 
interview, Ali advocated the 
lynching of interracial couples?” 

Just moments earlier, an Ali 
Center executive, Fronda Yancey, 
assured me the Center was eager to 
hear irreverent questions. “We’re all 
about the truth,” she said, and I 
answered Woody truthfully: “Yes, he 
did. And that Ali has disappeared.” 

Since lighting the Olympic torch 
in Atlanta in 1996, Ali has been led 
by good people into good things. 
The news of the moment is Ali has 
sold his name and image to a 
marketing outfit for $50 million. 

The Center itself seems sensitive 
to the charge, maybe too much so, 
with many exhibits overselling the 
idea that Ali is a sage philosopher. 
To some Ali observers, that news is 
saddening. They see the sale as a 
bow to commerce that diminishes 
Ali's moral authority. One man 
e-mailed me, “He’s become Elvis,” which is to 
say he’s now a commodity, not an idea, now a 
hologram, not a man. 

But to others, the arrival of a windfall in Ali’s 
old age prompts this thought: It’s about damn 
time. 

Those happy folks include John Ramsey, a 
longtime Louisville friend of Ali who sees the 
old champion not as a commodity, not as an 
idea, not as a hologram. Ramsey sees Ali as a 
sweetheart and tells a story to prove it. 

“Muhammad is at dinner when this 
firefighter says, ‘Mr. Ali, could I get an 
autograph? You've been my hero forever.’ 
Muhammad says, ‘No, you're the hero. Go into 
burnin’ buildings, pull people out. I was just a 
boxer. Nothin’ like you.’ 

“The firefighter says, ‘C’mon, Mr. Ali. You 
fought Sonny Liston, George Foreman, Smokin’ 
Joe Frazier.’ 

“So Muhammad whispers into the 
firefighter’s ear. ‘Between you 'n’ me,’ he says, 
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‘Joe wasn’t really smokin’. TSN 
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“an affliction that affects all Ford Racing Drivers and their fans. Get 
h Ip now. Enter Carl’s Thrill Ride Sweepstakes. For daily treatment, 


carlsthrillride.com 


Z 


Log on now to carlsthrillride.com. 


“Nop urchase necessary. Void where prohibited. Must be legal U.S. resident, 18 years or older to enter. To enter, visit carlsthrillride.com (the 
Website”). Sweepstakes ends 6/25/06. Odds of winning depend on the number of eligible entries received. Sweepstakes sponsored by Ford Motor 
Company, One American Road, Dearborn, MI 48126. For complete official rules and prize restrictions, go to the Website. 


Ky 


4: 


PART OF E EARNING 
THE NAVY? 


Take college courses"on foata ship. eit Zaller Credible y. yous serve. All white 
seeing the world and getting the experiences”6f a lifetime. It’s the ultimate accelerated 
learning program. Check out the Life Accelerator” at navy.com or call 1-800-USA-NAVY. 


